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ABSTRACT

THE NATURE, FUNCTION, AND PURPOSE OF THE TERM
biK C IN THE TORAH, PROPHETS, AND WRITINGS

by
Eriks Galenieks

Adviser: Richard M. Davidson
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The fact that scholars depict Sheol either as the underworld where the dead
continue their existence or simply the grave has resulted in contradictory conclusions,
fierce polemic, and unremitting disputes. This lack o f consensus makes it imperative to
justify another approach, which is more comprehensive in its entirety in comparison
with the earlier attempts that sought to determine the meaning of the term Sheol mainly
by exploring its etymology and various nonbiblical sources.
Unlike the previous studies, this exegetical research systematically examines all
the sixty-six references to the term Sheol in the Hebrew Bible by almost exclusively
focusing on its nature, function, and purpose. Chapter 1 provides a concise outline o f
the whole dissertation. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 comprise the major exegetical block.
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Chapter 5 establishes the nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol in the Hebrew
Bible as a whole, and draws together anthropological and theological insights.
Repeatedly drawn conclusions that the term Sheol functions as a poetic
synonym o f the place of the dead were reached by exploring the nature, function, and
purpose of the term Sheol and by taking into consideration its various degrees of
interrelation with other death-related terminology, the strength of their links, their
interconnections and interdependence in the concrete context. This organic system o f •
terminological interdependence, where one concept inevitably influences and clarifies
another, plays an extremely important role in determining the factual meaning o f the
term Sheol.
Sheol represents the place o f the dead, where both the dead righteous and the
wicked go. No physical, mental, or spiritual activity is possible there because it is never
linked with life or any kind o f existence, but exclusively with death. Besides, the
examination of the term Sheol reveals two opposing anthropological and theological
systems or paradigms: the so-called popular view o f a disembodied personal existence
in Sheol and the scriptural paradigm, where at death the body becomes again the dust of
the earth, but the spirit o f life returns to God.
Finally, there is a slight but extremely important distinction between the grave
(common noun) and the term Sheol (proper noun), which is rooted in their
classification. Because Sheol may refer to a number of entities by means o f common
characteristics pertaining to the sphere of death, it may function as a pointer to any
place of the dead, regardless o f its location, form, content, or description, and that is
why it is best to consider the term Sheol as a poetic designation of the grave.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

General Background
Despite numerous and various prominent religious institutions that are
represented by the brightest scholarship o f this age, which is involved in extensive
anthropological-theological studies o f the Hebrew Scriptures, the most confused ideas,
beliefs, and reactions prevail today on such subjects as the state o f the dead and Sheol.
At the same time, the multiple references to these and other related subjects,1which
are scattered throughout the Hebrew Bible, continue to challenge modem man.
Indeed, it is no coincidence that the Hebrew Scripture has much to say about
life and even more about death, as is seen from the frequency of the employment of
the roots HTl (“live”) and TOD (“die”).

Regardless o f one’s social and religious

^ avid S. Russell, The Method and Message o f Jewish Apocalyptic
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964), 359.
2Occurs about 800 times.
JOccurring more than a 1,000 times. Michael A. Knibb, “Life and Death in
the Old Testament,” in The World o f Ancient Israel: Sociological, Anthropological
and Political Perspectives, ed. Ronald E. Clements (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 395.

1
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status, whether a person was rich or poor, righteous or wicked, king, slave, or
prophet—all of them had to face one day the reality of death and the grave, or, in other
words, they had to go down to the place called Sheol.
In spite o f the fact that the Hebrew term biX® seems to exist from times
immemorial, its scrupulous study by various scholars has led to no additional light
from outside sources. The only major extrabiblical reference is found in an Aramaic
«

«

text o f the Jewish community from Elephantine in Egypt o f about 400 BC.

1

It should also be noted that both L. Harris and D. Clines refer in their works
to an undated Jerusalem ossuary lid that has the word

scratched on it, thus

attempting to identify it with the scriptural biXIC, but L. Rahmani4 is not so sure
because o f the adjacent Greek letters SAY/AOE, which could simply mean “Saul.”
However, the basic data of the term S i m are well-known, as in the
1Arthur E. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri o f the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1923), no. 71, line 15.
2“The only other extrabiblical usage is on the lid of an ossuary found in
Jerusalem. These ossuaries were little stone boxes into which the bones o f the
departed were gathered some time after burial and decay. The lid o f the box has the
word ‘Sheol’ scratched on it. The meaning ‘grave’ would seem to fit, for the box was
the resting place o f the remains of the person.” Laird Harris, “Why Hebrew She ’ol
Was Translated ‘Grave,’” in The NTV: The Making o f a Contemporary Translation, ed.
Kenneth L. Barker (Grand Rapids: Academic Books, 1986), 58-71.
3“One such ossuary from Jerusalem . . . actually bears the inscription s ’wl,
‘Sheol.’” David J. A. Clines, Job 1-20, Word Biblical Commentary (WBC), vol. 17
(Dallas: Word Books, 1989), 399.
4L. Y. Rahmani, “Jerusalem’s Tomb Monuments on Jewish Ossuaries,” Israel
Exploration Journal 18, no. 4 (1968): 220-225. Rahmani dates the ossuary of
Jerusalem “towards the end of the Second Temple period” (225).
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Hebrew Scriptures it occurs sixty-six times and always refers to the place o f the dead.1
All but nine o f its occurrences are found in highly poetical contexts. The word is
found eleven times with directional Ht and eight times with defective spelling.4 As a
proper noun it functions without the definite article and is designated as feminine.5
The basic data and distribution o f the term

in MT, and its translation in LXX,

VUL, KJV, NIV, NRSV, and NASB are summarized in table 1.
It is significant to emphasize that not only various Bible translations6 reflect
different understandings of the term Sheol, but moreover the variety in these

’Many biblical scholars mention the term as occurring only 65 times. They
leave out the reference found in Isa 7:11 where the MT reads nbm. However,
according to Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion the term should be emended to
blXB, thus totaling 66 occurrences. See Abraham Even-Shoshan, ed., A New
Concordance o f the Bible: Thesaurus o f the Language o f the Bible, Hebrew and
Aramaic Roots, Words, Proper Names, Phrases and Synonyms (Jerusalem: Kiryat
Sefer, 1993), s.v. b ^ m .
t

?

:

2Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29, 31; Num 16:30, 33; 1 Kgs 2:6,9, and Isa 7:11.
3Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29, 31; Num 16:30, 33; Isa 7:11; Ezek 31:15,1 6 ,17;
Ps 9:18.
4Gen 37:35; 44:29,31; Num 16:30,33; 1 Kgs 2:6; Job 17:16; Isa 7:11.
5Luis L. J. Stadelmann, The Hebrew Conception o f the World: A Philological
and Literary Study, Analecta Biblica, 39 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1970),
164-165.
6The King James Version renders
as “grave” 31 times, “hell” 31 times,
“depth” once, and “pit” 3 times. The word is rendered $Stk 61 times in the LXX and
65 times (infernus 47 times and inferus 18 times) in the Vulgate. The New Revised
Standard Version (except Cant 8:6) and The New American Standard Bible simply
transliterate the Hebrew term b * im into English as “Sheol.” The New International
Version usually translates it as “grave” (sometimes as “death”) with a footnote,
“Sheol.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

4
TABLE 1
THE BASIC DATA AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE TERM
IN MT AND ITS
TRANSLATION IN LXX, VUL, KJV, NIV, NRSV, AND NASB

1

Chapter,
Verse
Gen 37:35

2

Gen 42:38

No

Gen 44:29

4

Gen 44:31

5

Num 16:30

6

Num 16:33

7

Deut 32:22

8

1 Sam 2:6

9

2 Sam 22:6

10

1 Kgs 2:6

11

1 Kgs 2:9

12

Isa 5:14

13

Isa 7:11

14

Isa 14:9

15

Isa 14:11

KJV

NIV

u6j%

infemus

grave

grave

NRSV
NASB
Sheol

P*K
pt]C
pt}C
pT]C
ppc

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

inferos

grave

grave

Sheol

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

infemus

pit

grave

Sheol

infemus
infemus

Sheol

infemus

grave
realm
of death
grave

Sheol

P»1C

pit
lowest
hell
grave

inferus

hell

grave

Sheol

pt}C

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

Pnc
Pnc

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

infemus

hell

Sheol

pdQoc

infemus

depth

PhC
pTK
P*K

infemus

hell

grave
deepest
depths
grave

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol
Sheol

LXX

nbk®
T

t

3

VUL

Term

.

;

t

:

nbm
T

S

t

;

nbm
bim
j
:

bitt® ppc
bix® Gawxtoc
:

bm
bin®
Sim
nbm
t

t

:

Sheol

Sheol

17

Isa 28:15

SiX®
Sim
Sim
Six®

18

Isa 28:18

him

pTK

infemus

hell

19

Isa 38:10

Six®

f6rj

inferus

grave

20 Isa 38:18

Sim
SiK®
nSim
rtSix®

Pnc

infemus

grave

grave
gates of
death
grave

p ile

inferus

hell

grave

Sheol

Pnc

inferos

grave

grave

Sheol

pile

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

16 Isa 14:15

21

Isa 57:9

22

Ezek 31:15

23

Ezek 31:16

24 Ezek 31:17
25

Ezek 32:21

v

\

:

:

c

Sheol

Sheol
Sheol

t

:

t

:

i

pT1C

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

t

Sim

p60poc

infemus

hell

—

Sheol
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Table I—Continued.
26
Ezek 32:27

h im

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

mors

grave

grave

Sheol

27

Hos 13:14

him

28

Hos 13:14

him

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

29

Amos 9:2

h im

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

30

Jonah 2:3

him

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

31

Hab 2:5

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

32

Ps 6:6

§St|q

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

33

Ps9:18

Six©
Six©
nSim

a6iic

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

34

Ps 16:10

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

35

Ps 18:6

b m

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

36

Ps 30:4

Six©

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

37

Ps 31:18

h im

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

38

Ps 49:15

h im

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

39

Ps 49:15

aSiig

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

40

Ps 49:16

grave

grave

Sheol

Ps 55:16

9699
aStic

inferus

41

grave

Sheol

Ps 86:13

infemus
infemus

hell

42

him
him
him
him

hell

grave

Sheol

43

Ps 88:4

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

44

Ps 89:49

him

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

45

Ps 116:3

h im

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

46

Ps 139:8

infemus

hell

depth

Sheol

47

Ps 141:7

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

48

Job 7:9

§61^

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

49

Job 11:8

“Stic

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

50

Job 14:13

him
him
him
him
him

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

51

Job 17:13

h im

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

52

Job 17:16

bm

infemus

pit

death

Sheol

53

Job 21:13

h im

|6 i i Q

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

54

Job 24:19

VK

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol

55

Job 26:6

inferos

hell

death

Sheol

56

Prov 1:12

| 6 t|C

infemus

grave

grave

Sheol

57

Prov 5:5

96tic

inferus

hell

grave

Sheol

him
him
him
j :
Six®
________ L.....

|6riC

a6tic

S 6 tk

« 6 tk

§6tic
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Table 1— Continued.
Prov 7:27
58

SitOT

inferus

hell

grave

Sheol

b ix f

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

aSpc

infemus

hell

death

Sheol

§&»*

infemus

hell

grave

Sheol

QuvcaoQ

infemus

hell

death

Sheol

&6ttc

infemus

hell

death

Sheol

infemus

grave

grave

inferus

grave

grave

inferus

grave

grave

Sheol
grave
Sheol
Sheol

59

Prov 9:18

60

Prov 15:11

61

Prov 15:24

62

Prov 23:14

63

Prov 27:20

b \m

64

Prov 30:16

b^m

65

Cant 8:6

66

Qoh9:10

h im

m

aSttc

I

translations points toward an even greater diversity of interpretations.
1A. Pinker states, “No physical existence is possible in sheol, but shadows of
former humans are merely shadows.. . . The shadowy existence in sheol conveys
simultaneously insubstantiality and impotence.” Aaron Pinker, “Sheol,” Jewish Bible
Quarterly 23, no. 3 (1995): 168-179. W. Shedd calls
“a punitive evil,
mentioned by the sacred writers to deter men from sin,” and points out that “going
down to Sheol denotes something more dreadful than going down to the grave, or than
entering the so-called underworld o f departed spirits.” He equates it with the modem
concept o f hell. William G. T. Shedd, Doctrine o f Endless Punishment (New York:
Scribner, 1886), 21. The uncertainty as to how biK2? should be interpreted in the
Hebrew Bible led to extensive debate between W. G. T. Shedd and Charles Hodge.
See William G. T. Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 3 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1891), 2:591-640; idem, Doctrine o f Endless Punishment, 23. Braun repeats
Shedd’s views, equating blKO with hell. Braun agrees that ^1X2? sometimes means a
grave, but insists it refers also to a place o f punishment for the wicked. Jon E. Braun,
Whatever Happened to Hell? (Nashville: Nelson, 1979), 130-142.
On the one hand, Peter H. Davids asserts, “Sheol is therefore not only a place
of rest but also o f punishment.” “Sheol,” Baker Encyclopedia o f the Bible, ed. Walter
A. Elwell, Peter C. Craigie, J. D. Douglas, et a!., 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1988), 2:1948-1949. This encyclopedia emphasizes, “The idea that the dead abide in
the underworld persists in the OT. The incident in the case o f Saul with the medium o f
Endor is a good illustration. Samuel is brought ‘up out o f the earth’ to be consulted by
the king at a time o f crisis.. . . Apparently, those in the underworld, though separated
from the living, were held to be familiar with the affairs o f men” (2:1948).
VanGemeren defines
as “an intermediate state in which souls are dealt with
according to their lives on earth” (William A. VanGemeren, “Sheol,” Evangelical
Dictionary o f Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell [Grand Rapids, Baker, 1995], 10111012). See also Robert B. Laurin, “Sheol,” Baker’s Dictionary o f Theology,
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Analysis o f the nature and function o f the term biKW in various contexts has
led scholars to four major views: (1) the literal or traditional view1 interprets it as a
place o f eternal punishment and flames; (2) the metaphorical view2 suggests that it is a
place of everlasting punishment but not as literal as in the traditional view, namely,
not necessarily with smoke and fire; (3) the conditional view3 emphasizes conditional
immortality, a temporary situation with no everlasting punishment; and (4) the

ed. Everett F. Harrison, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, and Carl F. H. Henry (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1960), 484-485.
On the other hand, Theodor H. Gaster clearly states the opposite view:
“Nowhere in the OT is the abode o f the dead regarded as a place of punishment or
torment.” “Dead, Abode of the,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary o f the Bible (IDB), 4
vols., ed. George Arthur Buttrick (New York and Nashville: Abingdon, 1962-1976),
1:788; Henry Snyder Gehman, ed., The New Westminster Dictionary o f the Bible
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), s.v. “Hell”; Allen C. Myers, John W. Simpson, Jr.,
Philip A. Frank, et al., eds., The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1987), s.v. “Hell,” “Sheol”; compare with Ronald F. Youngblood, ed.,
Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary (Nashville: Nelson, 1995), s.v. “Hell,”
“Sheol”; Zachary Hayes, “Hell,” The New Dictionary o f Theology, ed. Joseph A.
Komonchak, Mary Collins, and Dermot A. Lane (Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier,
1987), 457-459.
Represented by John F. Walvoord, “The Literal View,” in Four Views on
Hell, ed. William Crockett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 11-42.
Represented by William V. Crockett, “The Metaphorical View,” in Four
Views on Hell, ed. William Crockett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 43-90; Scott
McKnight, “Eternal Consequences or Eternal Consciousness,” in Through No Fault
o f Their Own? The Fate o f Those Who Have Never Heard, ed. William V. Crockett
and James G. Sigountos (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 147-157; William V. Crockett,
“Wrath That Endures Forever,” Journal o f the Evangelical Theological Society (JETS)
34 (June 1991): 210-212.
Represented by Clark H. Pinnock, “The Conditional View,” in Four Views on
Hell, ed. William Crockett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 135-178; idem, A
Wideness o f G od’s Mercy: The Finality o f Jesus Christ in a World o f Religions (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1992); idem, “Toward an Evangelical Theology of Religions,”
JETS 33 (1990): 359-368.
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purgatorial view1 sees it as a place o f cleansing from which some will emerge
redeemed. Moreover, these views not only overlap each other, but also create various
•y

mixed subcategories.

Represented by Zachary Hayes, “The Purgatorial View,” in Four Views on
Hell, ed. William Crockett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 91-118. According to
Catholic teaching, “For the individual souls the purifying fire endures until they are
free from all guilt and punishment. Immediately on the conclusion o f the purification
they will be assumed into the bliss o f heaven” (Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals o f Catholic
Dogma, ed. James Canon Bastible [Cork, Ireland: Mercer, 1963], 485). See also I.
McGuiness, “Sin (Theology of),” New Catholic Encyclopedia, (NCE) 18 vols. (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1967-1989), 13:241-245; Millard Erickson, The Evangelical
Mind and Heart (Grand Rapids, Baker, 1993), 130-131. Flannery comments, “The
doctrine of purgatory clearly demonstrates that even when the guilt o f sin has been
taken away, punishment for it or the consequences of it may remain to be expiated or
cleansed
In fact, in purgatory the souls of those who died. . . are cleansed after
death with punishments designed to purge away their debt” (Austin P. Flannery, ed.,
Documents o f Vatican II [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975], 64).
2The issue is much more complex than it seems. Under the “four major views”
there are various subviews which should be listed in order to demonstrate what
biblical scholars are dealing with: (1) Sheol means simply “the grave” to which good
and bad people go after their death (Gen 37:35; Num 16:30). There is no conscious
existence. (2) Sheol refers to the place o f departed spirits. It is a realm o f shadowy
and semi-conscious existence and all people go there (Ezek 31-32). (3) Sheol is “the
next world” which consists o f two compartments. The upper compartment is for the
righteous where they await their resurrection. The lower compartment is for the
wicked and it is the place o f miserable existence. (4) Only bodies go to Sheol, but
souls of the righteous go to heaven. (5) Sheol is the Nether World inhabited by
demons and some or all o f the dead. They live contrary to the will o f God and those
living on the earth. (6) Sheol is used in two totally opposite ways: “death/grave” and
“the next life.” (7) Sheol is the place o f punishment and eternal torment. (8) Sheol is
the place o f “sleep” or prejudgment preservation (1 Sam 28:15). Douglas K Stuart,
“Sheol,” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (ISBE), 4 vols., ed. Geoffrey W.
Bromiley, Everett E. Harrison, Roland K. Harrison, William Sanford Lasor, and
Edgar W. Smith, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 4:472. Other related works are:
Daniel P. Walker, Decline o f Hell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964); Jon
Zens, “Do the Flames Ever Stop in Hell?” Free Grace Broadcaster, March-April
1978,1-8; Harry Buis, The Doctrine o f Eternal Punishment (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1957); David L. Edwards and John Stott, Essentials: A
Liberal-Evangelical Dialogue (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1988); Jonathan L.
Kvanvig, The Problem o f Hell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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These varied and opposing interpretations in current scholarship are derived
not only from a variety of methodologies and approaches but also from eschatological
assumptions. This diversity is linked, moreover, to the question of whether the
Hebrew Scriptures teach eternal punishment or other ideas.1
In order to put an emphasis on the uniqueness o f the so-called underworld, or
to display the distinction between natural and unnatural death, or to show the
difference between the extraordinary realm of the wicked and the righteous, scholars
have explored the term

mainly on a comparative basis, focusing on such
'y

cultures as Greek, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and especially Ugaritic. In their studies
the term b \ m has usually been investigated within the context o f some broad
spectrum themes connected with death and afterlife. The nature, function, and
purpose o f ViXEJ and the specific contexts in which the term was attested, were
not satisfactorily researched or emphasized. The main features o f the term

WD

were inferred by logical reasoning from the nonbiblical literary sources focusing on

!“The doctrine o f eternal torment is either true or it is not. Traditionalists
say it is. Conditionalists say it is not. But only the Word o f God can give an
authoritative answer” (Edward William Fudge, The Fire That Consumes: The Biblical
Case for Conditional Immortality [Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1994], 3). “As theories
of the afterlife multiply, so does confusion among pastors on this most important
topic.. . . Confusion about the afterlife—is there anything more tragic? What are the
competing views about the destiny o f the wicked, and how do they measure up to
Scripture? As scholars challenge historic teachings on hell, how solid is the biblical
evidence for eternal punishment,” asks Petersen (Robert A. Petersen, Hell on Trial:
The Case for Eternal Punishment [Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed,
1995], 2-3).
2Ruth Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol Within the Context of
Ancient Near Eastern Beliefs” (Ph D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1981); Ralph
Walter Doermann, “Sheol in the Old Testament” (Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University,
1962).
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such topics as eternal punishment o f the wicked, immortality o f the soul, or ancestor
1
*7
worship, and then imposed on the biblical text.

Statement of the Problem
Few terms in the Hebrew Scriptures have caused as many differing opinions
and misunderstandings, which have been so disturbing and controversial and have led
scholars to fierce polemic, as the term SiKttf.3 In spite o f valuable contributions by
'See the following works o f James George Frazer, The Belief in Immortality
and the Worship o f the Dead, 3 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1913-24); John Gamier,
The Worship o f the Dead, or, The Origin and Nature o f Pagan Idolatry and Its
Bearing upon the Early History o f Egypt and Babylonia (London: Chapman & Hall,
1909).
2Ludwig Wachter, Der Tod im Alten Testament (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag,
1967); Robert Martin-Achard, From Death to Life: A Study o f the Development o f the
Doctrine o f the Resurrection in the Old Testament, English tan s. John P. Smith
(Edinburg: Oliver and Boyd, 1960); Ansgar Ahlbrecht, Tod und Unsterblichkeit in der
evangelischen Theologie der Gegenwart (Paderbom: Verlag Bonifacius-Druckerei,
1964).
For example, R. Morey describes conditionahsts as those who are trying to
“silence their conscience,” “justify their wicked lives” and “defend their evil ways” as
“they capitulate to liberalism” and a “weak view o f Scripture.” Robert A. Morey,
Death and the Afterlife (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1984), 157,203. John
Ankerberg accuses conditionalists o f teaching “doctrines of demons” {The Facts on
Life After Death [Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1992], 37). J. Blanchard calls E. W.
Fudge an Adventist, which for him is a concept denoting something sectarian and
cultic. John Blanchard, Whatever Happened to Hell? (Durham: Evangelical, 1995),
166,212-219. In the same book he writes, “The human body is a part of the material
universe, and it has long been established that no material object in the universe can be
destroyed in the sense of being wiped out o f existence. Even if it disappears it is
immediately reconstituted either as matter or energy. As this is a law which operates
everywhere in nature, the human body is literally indestructible, and that being the
case the extinction of the soul would be out o f character with everything else that God
has created” (68). Dixon asserts that those who deny the tradition o f everlasting
punishment share “modernism’s mindset,” from positions based on “tolerance o f all
viewpoints,” or shape their beliefs in such a way as to achieve “a kinder and gentler
evangelism.” Larry Dixon, Other Side o f the Good News (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1992),
9,16,182.
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many scholars,1there is little consensus among them in regard to its nature (the
“what”), function (the “how”), and purpose (the “why”) in the Hebrew Scriptures.

Purpose of the Study
In order to discover the nature, function, and purpose o f the term b*\m in the
Torah, Prophets, and Writings, this research will systematically examine all of its
sixty-six occurrences. The possible meanings and implications o f the word biK©,
including its interrelated terminology, will be explored in order to provide a more
cogent rationale for its employment. Popular assumptions concerning the term SitOT
will be challenged, as the major emphasis will fall on various factual elements and
evidence from the Scripture rather than philosophical or extrabiblical considerations.

Justification of the Study
The point o f motivation and justification o f this study starts with the awareness
Philip S. Johnston, Shades o f Sheol: Death and Afterlife in the Old Testament
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002); Fudge, The Fire That Consumes', Petersen,
Hell on Fire; R. Laird Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol as Shown by Parallels
in Poetic Texts,” JETS 4, no. 4 (1961): 129-135; Edward William Fudge and Robert
A. Peterson, Two Views o f Hell: A Biblical and Theological Dialogue (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000); Gerald C. Studer, After Death, What? (Scottdale, PA:
Herald Press, 1976); Jaroslav Pelikan, The Shape o f Death: Life, Death, and
Immortality in the Early Fathers (New York: Abingdon, 1961); John Hick, Death and
Eternal Life (London: Collins, 1976); Braun, Whatever Happened to Hell?; John
Macquarrie, “Death and Eternal Life,” Expository Times (ExpT) 89 (November 1977):
46-48; Stewart R. Sutherland, “What Happens after Death?” Scottish Journal o f
Theology (SJT) 22, no. 4 (December 1969): 404-418; Calvin D. Linton, “The Sorrows
of Hell,” Christianity Today (CT) 16 (November 1971): 12-14; Nicholas J. Tromp,
Primitive Conceptions o f Death and the Nether World in the Old Testament, Bibllca et
Orientalia (BibOr) 21 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969); Martin-Achard,
From Death To Life; Lloyd R. Bailey, Biblical Perspectives on Death (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1981); David George Moore, The Battle for Hell (Lanham, MD: University
Press of America, 1995).
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that currently no comprehensive research is available that would examine the nature,
function, and purpose o f the term blKC in the entire Hebrew Bible. Despite the
fact that there are three dissertations on the topic in English, and the fourth is
tangentially relevant, none of them covers the scope of this study.1 For example, R.
Rosenberg surveys etymologies of the term h i m and critically evaluates “their
linguistic and semantic adequacy.”2 She also examines the contexts in which the
semantic equivalents of the word Sheol appear, and then investigates the denizens of
Sheol and the concept of violent death.3 Rosenberg reviews former views and
suggests “modifications on the basis of different interpretations and in the light o f new
comparative material (Ugaritic and Babylonian).”4 R. Doermann’s study deals
primarily with various conceptions o f the underworld (Greek, Egyptian,
Mesopotamian, and Canaanite).5 D. Martin attempts to discover and interpret the
teachings of the book o f Proverbs on Sheol and immortality. He affirms that
“descriptions in Proverbs are basic and necessary for a more complete picture of
existence after death as imagined by the Hebrews.”6 Finally, H. Scharen in his
!Rosenberg, “The Concept of Biblical Sheol”; Doermann, “Sheol in the Old
Testament”; Davis Carney Martin, “An Examination o f the Concept o f Sheol in the
Book of Proverbs” (Ph.D. dissertation, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary,
1967); Hans Scharen, “The Development o f the Concept o f Gehenna and Its Use in the
Synoptics” (Th.D. dissertation, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1991).
2Rosenberg, “The Concept of Biblical Sheol,” 1.
3Ibid., 1-3.
4Ibid.
5Doermann, “Sheol in the Old Testament.”
6Martin, “An Examination o f the Concept o f Sheol,” xi.
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dissertation seeks to address the concept of Gehenna and its development in
intertestamental Judaism and its use in the Synoptics. As introductory material,
Scharen briefly considers the concept of Sheol, its description, inhabitants, and their
condition. Though the mentioned authors have made significant contributions to an
important debate, they fail to address the issues of the current research.
Moreover, the dilemma o f contradictory and even diametrically opposing
views concerning the nature, function, and purpose of the term ViK©, that is so
characteristic to various camps o f modem scholarship, calls for exegetical analysis and
synthesis, which form an intrinsic part o f the projected systematic investigation o f all
the sixty-six references to the term

in their contexts. Therefore, the contribution

o f this research will be on philological, exegetical, and theological levels.
Because o f confusion over the understanding and interpretation o f the meaning
of the term

there is an ambiguity in the resulting theology, which motivates this

study to make an attempt to answer a broad range of questions raised by modem
scholarship concerning the nature, function, and purpose o f the term. These questions
are important for various branches o f research, because the answers provided shape
many aspects o f anthropological and theological understanding o f the Scripture.2

Procedure of Investigation
The research on the word b \ m

in its context, including its interrelated

terminology, will be done with exegetical, anthropological, and theological arguments
'Scharen, “The Development of the Concept.”
2Lawrence O. Richards, Expository Dictionary o f Bible Words (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1985), 356.
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in view, whereas the exegetical process will be based on the present canonical form of
the MT.1 Such a stance has been affirmed by recent studies in rhetorical criticism and
by B. Childs’s biblical interpretation in canonical context.
The significance o f context has been discussed by many scholars. For
example, J. Barr emphasizes the importance o f the biblical context over against
etymology and root meanings, and repeatedly invites researchers to determine the
meaning of a particular word within its context. J. Sawyer concludes that there is

‘The MT is taken as the foundation for the current exegesis, except those cases
when the text is clearly corrupt. Textual variants will be noted in the process of
exegesis. A hypothetical reconstruction of the Sitz im Leben will be avoided.
-j

Brevard Springs Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1970); idem, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979); idem, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical
Context (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986). See also Rolf Rendtorff, “What We Miss by
Taking the Bible Apart,” Bible Review 14 (1998): 42-44.
■5

In several o f his works James Barr has criticized the popular trend to build
theological implications on Hebrew and Greek morphology, syntax, and etymology.
One o f the most influential books on this subject written by him is called The
Semantics o f Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961). Moises
Silva summarizes Barr’s criticism in the following way: (1) too much focus on a word
and its derivatives often leads to an exaggerated estimate o f etymological studies; (2)
there is danger in ignoring what may look like small differences between the ways the
word is used; (3) concentrated study on one term seldom leads to the examination of
semantically related terms; and (4) there exists a real danger o f confusing the term for
reality {Biblical Words and Their Meaning: An Introduction to Lexical Semantics
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983], 25-26). See also Anthony C. Thiselton,
“Semantics and New Testament Interpretation,” in New Testament Interpretation:
Essays on Principles and Methods, ed. I. Howard Marshall (Exeter: Paternoster,
1977), 83. Other related works are: Elmer Dyck, “Canon as Context for
Interpretation,” in The Act o f Bible Reading: A Multidisciplinary Approach to Biblical
Interpretation, ed. Elmer Dyck (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 1996), 33-64;
James Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text o f the Old Testament (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1968); idem, “Etymology and the Old Testament,” in Language and
Meaning: Studies in Hebrew Language and Biblical Exegesis, ed. A. S. van der
Woude, Oudtestamentische Studien (OTS), no. 29 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 1-28.
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definite evidence “for the significance of the word as a sense-bearing element in some
1
0
contexts,” but these words must be tempered by “the context o f situation,” which he
feels is more important in determining the meaning o f a word than the lexical context.
In other words, there must always be a balanced interchange between the meaning o f a
word and the thrust o f the context in which it is found. F. De Meyer points out, “One
has always to investigate how a word is used in a particular context.”3 Finally, “more
important than discovering the etymology of a word is to study the semantic field o f a
word” and “this is particularly true o f f ’61,'”* assert H. McCord and J. Elliott.
In order to determine the nature, function, and purpose o f the term SiX© in
its context the proposed exegesis will adhere to the following pattern. First, this
study will examine all the sixty-six references to the term blKO occurring in the
Hebrew Bible. This will include each o f the seven passages from the Torah in which
the word

is employed,5 the twenty-four occurrences o f b i m

in the

lJohn F. A. Sawyer, “Root Meanings in Hebrew,” Journal o f Semitic Studies
(JSS) 12 (1967): 49.
Ibid., 47. See also Roy B. Zuck, Basic Bible Interpretation (Wheaton, IL:
Victor, 1991).
3Freddy De Meyer, “Buber’s Translation o f the Bible,” Louvain Studies 1
(1979): 217; Walter C. Kaiser, Toward an Exegetical Theology: Biblical Exegesis for
Preaching and Teaching (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 69-85.
4Hugo McCord and Joel Elliott, “Hebrew Word Studies,” in Biblical
Interpretation: Principles and Practices, Studies in Honor o f Jack Pearl Lewis, ed. F.
Furman Kearley, Edward P. Myers, and Timothy D. Hadley (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1967), 126.
sGen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29; 44:31; Num 16:30; 16:33; Deut 32:22.
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Prophets,1 and the thirty-five occurrences in the Writings.2 When the term
occurs two or more times in a text or coherent unit, the reoccurrences will be
considered together while staying attentive to possible nuances of each reference.
Second, chapters 2 ,3 , and 4 will each consist of three main sections and an
excursus. In the first segment each reference in which the term SitOT occurs will be
quoted and then followed by an English translation usually taken from the New
Revised Standard Version, because in this version the word
transliterated rather than translated. Then the

is consistently

passage to be explored will be

delimited by means of various literary devices and textual considerations, paying
attention to specific textual problems whenever they are relevant. This section will
also briefly refer to various literary issues, pertaining to the chosen reference or even
its textual unit in its intermediate and broader contexts, which include structural
arrangement, genre, and its elements, setting, and others.
The second section will deal with the exegetical process, where each reference
under scrutiny, including its unit, will be subjected to an exegetical discussion with the

]1 Sam 2:6; 2 Sam 22:6; 1 Kgs 2:6; 2 Kgs 2:9; Isa 5:14; 7:11; 14:9; 14:11;
14:15; 28:15; 28:18; 38:10; 38:18; 57:9; Ezek 31:15; 31:16; 31:17; 32:21; 32:27; Hos
13:14; 13:14; Amos 9:2; Jonah 2:3; Hab 2:5.
2Pss 6:6; 9:18; 16:10; 18:6; 30:4; 31:18; 49:15; 49:15; 49:16; 55:16; 86:13;
88:4; 89:49; 116:3; 139:8; 141:7; Job 7:9; 11:8; 14:13; 17:13; 17:16; 21:13; 24:19;
26:6; Prov 1:12; 5:5; 7:27; 9:18; 15:11; 15:24; 23:14; 27:20; 30:16; Cant 8:6; Qoh
9:10.
3Some insightful information on genre is found in Eric D. Hirsch, Validity in
Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967); idem, The Aims o f
Interpretation (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1976); John J. Collins,
“Introduction: Towards the Morphology o f a Genre,” Semeia 14 (1979): 1-20.
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focus on the language and particular emphasis on the term

In order to better

understand the exegetical interpretation of the term Sheol by modem scholarship, this
section will also quote two or three anthropological-theological statements o f various
scholars, which in the process may be challenged. When appropriate, grammatical
and syntactical analysis o f specific terms, various verbal constructions and their links,
formulaic expressions, allusions, interconnections, and interrelated terminology1 will
be investigated in the context o f the term under scrutiny.
The third section will synthesize the data, which have been obtained on the
nature, function, and purpose o f the term h i m with a view toward recognizing its
emerging patterns, dynamics, and common meanings. In other words, in this section
the focus will be on the nature, function, and purpose o f the word

as they are

recapped and established.
The excursus part will refer to the term Sheol and its conceptual links, directly
or indirectly interrelated terminology, and briefly exegete some o f the relevant texts
which have both intrinsic and extrinsic impact on the understanding o f the nature,
function, and purpose o f the term Sheol. In other words, this section intends to clarify,
expand, and deepen the information obtained during the exegetical process, as it
unavoidably interacts with the term Sheol and other death-related imagery.
The goal o f the steps described above is to provide an accurate exegetical
foundation for the determination o f the nature, function, and purpose of the term
in its immediate and broader contexts.
1As some o f the terms used in parallelism with blKC" can be mentioned fin©
(“pit,” “destruction”), "Oj? (“grave”), 113 (“pit,” “cistern”), etc.
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Third, chapter 5 will briefly demonstrate the significance o f the interrelated
terminology and its interconnections in the context of the term Sheol. It will also
summarize the exegetical data, which have been obtained concerning the nature,
function, and purpose o f the term b m

in the Hebrew Scriptures as a whole.

Anthropological and theological insights will be drawn together in order to synthesize
and strengthen the scriptural understanding o f the current research, and to emphasize
the importance o f harmonizing the interpretation and conclusions concerning the
nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol with the scriptural paradigm, as they
entail the most crucial and far-reaching consequences.

Delimitations
This study is limited to an examination of the term VilOT, interrelated
terminology, and consideration of their usage in the Hebrew Scriptures. There is no
intent to engage in an extensive investigation o f the etymology o f the term or of
conjectured derivations o f the word from other languages.1 This has already been

'Scholars can be divided into two major groups: (1) those who base the
etymology of the term on a Hebrew root TOtttf—>bwfi (“ask,5’ “inquire,” “borrow”).
For detailed discussion on the term see Ludwig Koehler, “Problems in the Study o f the
Language o f the Old Testament,” JSS 1 (1956): 3-24; L. Koehler and Walter
Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros (KBL) (Leiden: E. I. Brill, 1958),
s.v. “HHUZT; Stadelmana, The Hebrew Conception, 166; Francis A. Brown, S. E.
Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English
Lexicon: With an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic (BDB) (Peabody: MA,
Hendrickson Publishers, 1996), s.v. “rfKO”; Morris Jastrow, “The Babylonian Term
SU ’ALLU,” American Journal o f Semitic Languages and Literatures (AJSL) 14 (19971998): 169-170, etc.
And (2) those who assert its derivation from the Akkadian or a loanword
point to (a) su ’ara (William F. Albright, “Mesopotamian Elements in Canaanite
Eschatology,” in Oriental Studies in Commemoration o f the Fortieth Anniversary o f
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done by others, and all attempts to recover its etymology have failed.1 Neither will it
focus on Greek, Persian, Egyptian, Mesopotamian, or Canaanite terminology of the
underworld, inasmuch as the term b in ® does not occur in the ancient cognate
languages. Since this study is limited only to the Hebrew Bible, no underworld
terminology from the Intertestamental period related to

will be discussed.3

This investigation has no intention to discuss the ancient Near Eastern
conceptions o f the underworld either, because this is a terminological and not a

Paul Haupt, ed. Curys Adler and Aaron Ember [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press,
1926], 151-152; Walter Baumgartner, “Zur Etimologie von Sheol,” Theologische
Zeitschrift (TZ) 2 [1946]: 233-235; Gillis Gerlemann, “b x tf,” Theologisches
Handwdrterbmh zum Alien Testament (THAT), ed. E. Jenni and Cl. Westermann
[Munich: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1976], 2:837-841); (b) sil(l)an (Alfred Jeremias, The
Babylonian Conception o f Heaven and Hell, The Ancient East IV, trans. J. Hutchinson
[London: David Nutt, 1902], 18-19; Wolfram von Soden, “Silan,” Akkadisches
Handwdrterbuch: Unter Benutzung des lexikalischen Nachlasses von Bruno Meissner
(1868-1947), 3 vols. [Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1981], “silan auch silldn bei
Sonnen eintauchen im Westen,” 3:1235), and (c) su ’dla (Friedrich Delitzsch, Wo Lag
das Parodies? [Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichssche Buchhandlung, 1881], 121; Peter C. A.
Jensen, Die Kosmologie der Babylonier: Studien und Materialien, Mit einem
Mythologischen Anhang [Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1974], 222-224).
*See Doermann, 9-32. According to Harris, the word blKltf is o f uncertain
etymology. Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word S h eo lf 129-135; fheodore J. Lewis,
“Dead, Abode o f the,” The Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD), ed. David Noel Freedman
and others (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 2:101-105; Eugene H. Merrill, “,” New
International Dictionary o f Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (NIDOTTE), ed.
Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 4:6-7; Paul Haupt, “The
Original Meaning of Sheol,” Journal o f Biblical Literature (JBL) 36 (1917): 258-259;
Stuart, “Sheol,” ISBE, 4:472.
2Doermann, “Sheol,” 38-161; Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol, ” 129.
3For pertinent information see Scharen, “The Development o f the Concept of
Gehenna,” 139-246.
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conceptual or m otif study. Indeed, this research does not attempt to demonstrate an
exhaustive anthropological and theological analysis of each separate passage; on the
contrary, it is limited just to the discovering o f the nature, function, and purpose o f the
term

in the Torah, Prophets, and Writings.
Finally, an understanding o f the nature, function, and purpose of the term

him in the Hebrew Scriptures, including its relationship to the New Testament
equivalents and their theological implications, is o f extremely great significance.
However, because o f the comprehensive nature o f this current study, it is impossible to
do even a superficial investigation o f the related New Testament passages or their
terminology.1

‘Some related works are: William Carrington Finch, “The Descent into
Hades: An Exegetical, Historical, and Theological Study” (Ph.D. dissertation, Drew
University, 1940); Larry Robert Thornton, “Christ’s Relation to the Places in Hades”
(Th.D. dissertation, Grace Theological Seminary, 1975); Mark Arnold Rouch,
“Concepts o f Death and the Future Life in the New Testament” (Ph.D. dissertation,
Boston University Graduate School, 1962); David J. Powys, “Hell: ” A Hard Look at a
Hard Question: The Fate o f the Unrighteous in New Testament Thought (Carlisle,
Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 1998); Otto Kaiser, Death and Life, trans. John E. Steely
(Nashville, TN: Parthenon, 1981); Brian A. Hatcher, “Eternal Punishment and
Christian Missions: The Response o f the Church Missionary Society to Broad Church
Theology,” Anglican Theological Review 72 (Winter 1990): 39-61.
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CHAPTER2

IN THE TORAH
Introduction
Exploration and interpretation o f the Hebrew term blX® brings up a number
of anthropological, theological, and eschatological issues. In spite of the fact that all
biblical scholars who have investigated this term in one way or another point to some
aspect of death, there is no agreement among them as to what is exactly meant by the
word, what it refers to, what happens to a person at death, and what is the nature,
function, and purpose o f
Since the term

m does not appear in extrabiblical ancient Near Eastern

literature,1the pages o f the Hebrew Scriptures themselves must provide the clues that
would help to solve the problems of the controversial word under scrutiny. Moreover,
the nature, function, and purpose o f the word

should not be determined by a

single reference, but must be discovered from all the various contexts as contained not
only in the Torah but in the whole Hebrew Bible. The findings thus accumulated must
be combined in order to gain a full and balanced picture and to determine whether or
not there is consistency.

!See page 2 above.
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The objective o f this chapter is to investigate the five biblical passages from
the Torah in which the proper noun ^ iS O occurs seven times.1 In order to determine
the nature, function, and purpose o f the term

emphasis will be placed on its

immediate and wider contexts in which the term and its semantic equivalents, key
phraseology, interconnected terminology, or their combinations appear.

Texts
Gen 37:35
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Translation and Textual Rem arks
And all his sons and all his daughters arose to comfort him, but he refused to be
comforted, and he said, “For I will go down mourning to my son to Sheol.” Thus his
father wept for him.3

Text Unit and Its Genre
In order to delimit vs. 35 one must take notice o f verbal and thematic links it
has with the preceding vs. 34, thus forming a closely integrated subunit within a

‘Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,31; Num 16:30,33; Deut 32:22. The specifics o f
Sheol as a proper noun and its relation to a common noun “grave” will be discussed in
the next three chapters, especially in chapter 5 under “Theological Implications.”
2LXX adds ical f\lBov in vs. 35a.
,IS

This and the following translations are made with the purpose to reflect the
MT text as closely as possible; otherwise the NRSV is quoted.
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division o f 37:2-36.1 Verses 34-35 not only expose Jacob’s anguish but also,
according to R. Longacre, outline a chiastic structure which emphasizes the intensity
and climax o f its expression.
Longacre points out that chiasmus presents closure to several episodes in
Joseph’s story, emphasizing that the key explanation o f this chiasmus is found in a
narrative antithetical paragraph, which often occurs at the end o f a unit.3
Undoubtedly, a sharp contrast is demonstrated here between what Jacob’s sons and
daughters endeavored to do and hoped for, and what they experienced in reality,

Scholars approach and delimit the unit in various ways and see its content
from different perspectives. For example, Wenham sees a clear-cut unit in 37:2-36
which is composed of: Title, 37:2; First Conflict, 37:3-4; Second Conflict, 37:5-11,
and eight scenes: (1) vss. 12-14, (2) vss. 15-17, (3) vss. 18-20, (4) vss. 21-22, (5)
vss. 23-28, (6) vss. 29-30, (7) vss. 31-33, and (8) vss. 34-35. Gordon Wenham,
Genesis 16-50, WBC, vol. 2 (Dallas: Word Books, 1994), 348-350. However,
Brueggemann takes 37:1-36 as a unit, but according to him, it has only three clear
scenes: (1) vss. 5-11, then vss. 12-17 constitute an interlude, (2) vss. 18-31, and
(3) vss. 32-35. Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary
for Teaching and Preaching, ed. James Luther Mays (BCTP) (Atlanta, GA: John
Knox, 1982), 298-300. According to Coats, the narration in 37:5-36 is basically a unit.
He divides it into three major parts: (A) Dream Report, vss. 5-11, (B) Development o f
the Crisis, vss. 12-33, (C) Conclusion, vss. 34-35, plus (D) Transition, vs. 36. Then
he takes the major parts and splits them into smaller units, subunits and scenes.
George W. Coats, Genesis with an Introduction to Narrative Literature (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 268-269.
2A

A1

and he tore Jacob his clothes
and he put sackcloth on Ms loins
B
and he mourned for his sons many days
C and they rose up all his sons and daughters to comfort him
C1 and he refused to be comforted
B1
and he said T will go down to my son mourning to SheoT
and he bewailed him his father

Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story o f Divine Providence (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1989), 32.
3Ibid., 3 0 ,31, 103.
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namely, the setback of their anticipation.1 Jacob is brokenhearted. He refuses to stop
lamenting for Joseph regardless o f all the pleas and supplications of his sons and
daughters.
The basic unit is written in prose, containing such literary patterns as dream
speeches and rhetorical questions (vss. 5-10), the elements o f commission and legal
speeches (vss. 13-14; 32-33), but the climax reached in vss. 34-35 is portrayed in the
form o f a dirge.2
In brief, the climax and, at the same time, conclusion in vss. 34-35 as a dirge
expand and intensify the basis o f tension established by the exposition into the main
focus of the design which points to the problem o f the plot.

Exegettcal Notes
The term

in the form o f

appears in the Hebrew Bible for the

first time in Gen 37:35. Biblical scholars have interpreted Jacob’s statement
nbm

b2K

- p i p s (“For I will go down mourning to my son to Sheol”)

in various ways. For example, J. Wenham uses 2 Sam 12:23 and Isa 14:14-20 to
demonstrate that “Sheol is the place of the dead. . . where the spirits of the departed
continue in a shadowy and rather unhappy existence . . . and where relatives could be

1Thesis:

OTD1?
And all his sons and all his daughters arose to comfort him
Antithesis: c r a n n 1?
but he refused to be comforted
:
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For detailed analysis o f a setting and genre of Gen 37 see Coats, Genesis with
an Introduction, 266-268,271.
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reunited with each other.”1 V. Hamilton, in turn, goes beyond the evidence by
asserting that “Jacob has no concept of a heaven for the faithful”2 and “what he does
believe is an underworld where life is far from pleasant for all its occupants.” He

!J. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, WBC, 357. Compare with Tromp, Primitive
Conceptions, 193.
2Victor P. Hamilton, The Book o f Genesis: Chapters 18-50, The New
International Commentary on the Old Testament (NICOT) (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans,
1995), 428. V. Hamilton’s assertion, that “Jacob has no concept o f a heaven for the
faithful,” challenges both the immediate and broader contexts and defies the essence
and implications o f such expressions as “Jacob said, ‘O God of my father Abraham
and God of my father Isaac, O LORD who said to me,”’ “God appeared to Jacob,”
“he blessed him,” “God Almighty appeared to me,” or “I have seen God face to face,”
etc. (Gen 28:12-20; 31:3,11-13,53; 32:1-2,9-12,26-30; 33:5,10,11,13; 35:1,6-7,
9-10,14,15; 46:2; 48:3-4; 49:25; 50:24; Exod 4:5; Matt 8:11; 22:32; Mark 12:26;
Luke 20:37; Acts 7:32,3:13; Heb 11:21, etc.). The key words “appeared,” “said,”
“blessed,” “face to face,” “promised,” “give,” point out that, like Abraham, Jacob had
unique relationships with God and was not only an heir o f His promises but also well
acquainted with “the concept o f a heaven for the faithful” as Paul emphasizes it, “By
faith Abraham obeyed. . . as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the
same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect
and builder is God. All of these died in faith without having received the promises,
but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were
strangers and foreigners on the earth,” “But as it is, they desire a better country, that is,
a heavenly one” (Heb 11:8-16).
The major focus of Gen 12-50 is on the election o f the patriarchs (Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob) as His agents and their faith in God’s covenant promises, which
also have eschatological implications. Chaps. 12:1-25:18 acquaint the reader with
God’s sevenfold promise to Abraham (12:2-3) which are reaffirmed to him (12:7,
15:5-21,17:4-8; 18:18-19; 22:17-18) and to Isaac (26:2-4), restated to Jacob (28:1315; 35:11-12; 46:3) and to Moses (Exod 3:6-8; 6:2-8), etc. Abraham’s narrative is
closely linked with Noah and the Creation story as well as God’s election o f Jacob and
Moses. Chaps. 25:19-36:43 show that with Jacob God’s promises are partially
fulfilled. Chaps. 37:1-50:26 describe Joseph’s faithfulness to God and how God used
Joseph according to His divine plan. See John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as
Narrative: A Biblical-Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992),
81-240; Roy B. Zuck, A Biblical Theology o f the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1991), 26-30.
3Hamilton, Genesis 18-50,428.
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tries to compare and then connect Gen 37:35 with Ugaritic text1 only to conclude that
in vs. 35 “Jacob will make a ritual descent into the underworld.”2 H. Gunkel assumes
that “in the underworld, everyone remains in the state one was in at death.”

■5

According to this view, Jacob intends to wear his mourning garments until his death so
that when he enters into Sheol, he will make known to Joseph his grief and
lamentation over him while living on the earth.
However, in order to understand the meaning o f Jacob’s exclamation “For I
will go down mourning to my son to Sheol,” it is necessary to explore the main
features o f the statement.
The examination of vss. 34-35 exposes the heartrending character of the crisis
by elaborating on Jacob’s mourning for his dead son. The monologue in vs. 35
dramatizes this point to its utmost, n b M

b 2 » m ~ b » T a p s (“F o r iw in g0

down mourning to my son to Sheol”). The conjunction ’’3 introduces direct narration
with the secondary idea o f a particle o f statement.4 The verb T1K (“I will go down”)

1Harry A. Hoffiier, “A Prayer of Musili II about His Stepmother,” Journal o f
American Oriental Society (JAOS) 103 (1983): 187-192; Baruch A. Levine and Jean
M. Tarragon, “Dead Kings and Raphaim: The Patrons of the Ugaritic Dynasty,” JAOS
104 (1984): 649-659.
2Theodore J. Lewis, Cults o f the Dead in Ancient Israel and Ugarit, Harvard
Semitic Monographs (HSM) 39 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars, 1989), 43-45,118-119.
•3

Hermann Gunkel, Genesis, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Macon, GA: Mercer
University Press, 1997), 394.
4WIlhelm F. Gesenlus, Gesenius ’ Hebrew Grammar (GKC), edited and
enlarged by E. Kautzsch, revised by A. E. Cowley, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon,
1910), 491.
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is in Qal impf. 1 c. s. from T T (“go down”) and represents action or event which is
imminent, conceived or desired in the mind of Jacob.1
Three main points highlight the intensity o f Jacob’s lament: (1) tearing of
clothes (vs. 29), (2) putting on sackcloth (vs. 34), and (3) mourning for many days (vs.
34).2 V. Hamilton suggests that the Hithpael form of

(“mourn,” ’’lament”) used

in vs. 34 may include all three of the above-mentioned aspects.3 It is significant to
note that the verb
but the word b m

is used not only to describe the mourning for the dead,
“is clearly a technical term for all these customs together that

might be observed in case o f a death.”
In vs. 35 the word

(“mourning,” ’’lament”) is an adjective, m. s., which

follows after the verb and thus specifies the mental state of Jacob, namely, his

^ i d ., 313.
2See also Exod 33:4; Num 14:29; 1 Sam 6:19; 2 Sam 3:31,19:2; Ezra 10:6;
Neh 1:4,9:1; E sth4:l; Dan 10:2; Amos 8:10.
3Hamilton, The Book o f Genesis: Chapters 18-50, 427. In Deuteronomy the
verb occurs only in the hithpael form and besides Gen 37:34-35 it is found just in
Exod 33:4 and Num 14:39. According to Westermann, the Hithpael form of ^ 3 ?
functions to describe the process of being “engaged in mourning rites,” or simply “to
be in mourning.” Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1986), 44. See also Anthony Oliver,
,” New International Dictionary
o f Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (NIDOTTE), 5 vols., ed. Willem A.
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 1:243-248; Arvid S. Kapelrud,
Theological Dictionary o f the Old Testament (TDOT), ed. G. Johannes
Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 1:44-48; Barton
Payne, “bsfct,” Theological Wordbook o f the Old Testament (TWOT), 2 vols., ed. R.
Laird Harris (Chicago: Moody, 1981), 1:6-7.
4AmuIf H. Baumann,

TDOT, 1:45.
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mourning. The term describes primarily outward behavior and has time limitations
such as mourning for seven days (Gen 50:10), thirty days (Deut 34:8), many days
(Gen 37:34), three years (2 Sam 13:3s).1 The concise expression in Gen 37:34,
□ran

dn r

(“and he mourned for his son many days”) describes

Jacob’s grief as a temporary event, thus excluding the idea o f continuous mourning
after his death in vs. 35.
The second term TDS (“weep,” “cry,” “shed tears”) expresses emotional grief
and is used to describe the action that accompanied Jacob’s mourning, namely,
weeping for the death o f his son.2
Furthermore, the term

has the ending Ht, which, in the current case,

simply indicates “direction toward” or “motion toward” a place and functions as a
prefixed ^.3 Note in particular that the He-Directive is never used to describe a
movement “toward a person.”4 Thus, syntactically there are no verbal forms or
structures expressing ceaseless action or suggesting that Jacob’s mourning would
continue after he “goes down” to

.5 Also no hint can be found of a conscious

‘ibid., GKC, 374.
2Vinzenz Hamp, ‘7021,” TDOT, 2:118; Oliver, wlM , ” NIDOTTE, 1:247.
3Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew
Syntax (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 2.1b; Paul Jofion and T. Muraoka, A
Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew, 2 vols., trans. Takamitsu Muraoka (Rome: Editrice
Pontificio Instituto Biblico, 1993), 1:278-282; GKC, 250.
4Page H. Kelley, Biblical Hebrew: An Introductory Grammar (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1992), 146-147,432.
5T o

describe an action which is continuous or progressing see GKC, 340-344.
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reunion o f the two in Sheol.1
The crucial verb here, which by its nature and function contains the idea of
downward movement, is T1X (“I will go down”). Hie term dominates not only
Jacob’s announcement but also portrays the act of his moving to n b m , 2 thus
making it clear that the word

refers to the place o f the dead, not life.

It is important to note that according to C. Westermann, in vs. 35 “death is
described as ‘going down to Sheol’” and this “going down” serves as “a standard
expression” o f dying.3 Z. Mayer comes to the same conclusion, “Death is described
as descent”4 J. Hartley states, “whoever dies goes down to Sheol.”5 S. Shibayama
comments that “Yarad is always used when the actor is going to a place lower than the
place he has been standing.”6 The distribution and application o f the verb T T (“go
down,” “bring down”), which is used directly or indirectly twenty-five times in

'Henry M. Morris, The Genesis Record: A Scientific and Devotional
Commentary on the Book o f Beginnings (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976), 389-390.
George W. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt: Structural and Theological Context
for the Joseph Story (Washington, DC: The Catholic Biblical Association of America,
1976), 18. Coats draws interesting parallels between Gen 37:35 and Gen 45:9, which
describes the father’s going down to Joseph in Egypt.
■j

See table 2. Westermann, Genesis 37-50,44. Nevertheless, Westermann
asserts that “a standard expression” does not belong to the patriarchal period but “to
the period of narrator” (ibid.. 44).
4Zomheim G. Mayer, “I T , ” TDOT, 6:319.
5John E. Hartley, “I T , ” TWOT, 1:401-402.
6Sakae Shibayama, “Notes on Yarad and ‘Alah: Hints on Translating,” The
Journal o f Bible and Religion (JBR) 34 (October 1966): 358-362.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

30

connection with Sheol,1play an important role, as can be seen in table 2.
When we talk about death, Jacob’s words “to go down to Sheol” find their
reflection in our language, too. The phrasing may be diverse but when a person refers
to “going down into death,” “crossing the river,” “the Great Divide,” “the deep end,”
“last rest,” “the beyond,” “the hereafter,” “other world,” the point is clear.
Does Sheol in Gen 37:35 represent the underworld, a place o f miserable
existence, or something else? First o f all, on the basis of this research one may argue
that Sheol is the place o f death, not life. Indeed, there is no formula, expression,2 or
any key word3 in the Torah that would contain the slightest hint o f life or idea o f some
form of existence after death.
Second, there is no specific grammatical-syntactical or intertextual data which
might allude to a state, condition, or status in which the dead find themselves such as
could be created by the imagination or presented to the mind.4 The directive
word

in the

serves to indicate only direction toward and does not contain any

descriptive element concerning its nature.

1Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29, 31; Num 16:30,33; 1 Sam 2:6; 1 Kgs 2:6,9; Isa
5:14; 14:11,15; 38:18; Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27; Pss 30:4; 55:16; Job 7:9; 17:16;
Prov 1:12; 5:5; 7:27.
2See n b x t i b m

T i t p s with its parallel phraseology and its

variations such as TSST^K ^OXs1, etc., and a discussion on intertextual and parallel
expressions under Excursus 1, “h m W and Its Conceptual Links.”
3S e e lT and its parallel terminology «]OK, 5J13, IDS, “Dj?, M , K13,
ZD®, rn^Oj?, ID ll, n fin it Some o f the words are neutral by themselves.
4See grammatical and exegetical notes on

and HDSL
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Table 2—Continued.
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Third, Jacob’s “going down” to his son to “Sheol” excludes any idea of
reunion in the grave. When the brothers bring Joseph’s tunic smeared with
bloodstains, Jacob bursts into a lament, ^jOP

(lit. “is tom, he was tom,

Joseph!”), for he believes that Joseph had been “tom by a wild beast” (Gen 37:32-33).
Fourth, in the immediate context o f
occurs six times I lS n
(vs. 28);

in Gen 37 the term "113 (“pit”)

(vs. 22); r n n n (vs. 24); " lis n i (vs. 24); *rian"]D

(vs. 29); "1133 (vs. 29), thus forming the image which binds

Joseph’s death together with Jacob’s death. The ultimate goal why the brothers
r n s n in k ID^lZPl (“and they threw him into the pit”) dumped Joseph into the pit
was not to bring him continuation o f life in the underworld, but death in the fullest
sense o f the word (Gen 37:23-24).! The pit with the directive H , as in the case of
n b m , had to become Joseph’s grave. That is why S. Kunin concludes that the
term T P “go down” is “strengthening the analogy o f the pit with the grave,” and he
translates Gen 37:35 as “I will go down to the grave mourning for my son.”2

^ e term
(“throw, cast, hurl”) often means to “abandon to die.” BDB
(1021a) points out that the term is especially used o f dumping the dead bodies.
Compare Josh 8:29 with Jer 38:6, 9 and Gen 21:15-16. Mordechai Cogan, “A
Technical Term for Exposure,” Journal o f Near Eastern Studies (JNES) 27 (1968):
133-135.
2Seth D. Kunin, The Logic ofIncest: A Structuralist Analysis o f Hebrew
Mythology (England, Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 146.
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This brief exegesis o f the basic terminology not only clearly demonstrates how
simple and clear-cut the biblical text is, but also counteracts such “assumed theories”
and distortions as presented by R. Morey, who asserts that,
Jacob assumed that his son was still alive and conscious and that he would
eventually reunite with his son after his own death.. . . He even speaks of “going
down” to reunite with his son, because it was assumed that Sheol was the place o f
departed spirits, probably a hollow place in the center o f the earth.1
Moreover, there is another aspect and serious problem with a similar view,
according to which, if Joseph died “prematurely,” the so-called “wicked” or “evil”
death,2 his place is in Sheol. However, in this situation one must deal with the
question which naturally comes up concerning Jacob, who is regarded righteous: Why
should he go down to Sheol which is the place reserved only for the wicked?
Finally, the basic question is rather what the dead patriarchs now mean for the
living, as they are buried next to their fathers who have died before and whose
memory is kept alive. It is significant to note that R. Davidson in his commentary on
Genesis comes to the following conclusion, “There is no theorizing about Sheol in the
Joseph story. Wherever the word occurs . . . it is no more than a synonym for death or
•5

the grave.” L. Froom asserts that the substitution of Sheol with “gravedom” would
clarify the whole problem.4 One o f the most often quoted scholars, J. Pedersen,

^ o rey , Death and the Afterlife, 75.
•j

Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 173-245. See also discussion on
Num 16:30,33.
3Robert Davidson, Genesis 12-50 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1979), 221.
4LeRoy E. Froom, The Conditionalist Faith o f Our Fathers, 2 vols.
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1965-1966), 1:162.
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concludes, “The dead are at the same time in the grave and in Sheol, not in two
different places”; “Sheol is the entity into which all graves are merged.. . . Sheol
should be the sum o f the graves”; and “Where there is grave, there is Sheol, and where
there is Sheol, there is grave.”1 According to R. Harris, “Sheol does not describe the
place where the souls o f men go, but the place where their bodies go, the grave.”2

Gen 42:38
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Translation and Textual Remarks
But he said,
“My son shall not go down with you, for his brother is dead, and he alone is left.3
If4 harm should happen to him on the way that you are going, you would bring
down my gray hairs in sorrow to Sheol.”

'Johannes Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and Culture, 2 vols. (Atlanta, GA: Scholars
Press, 1991), 1:460-462; Horst Dietrich Preuss, Old Testament Theology, 2 vols.
(Lousville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 2:148.
2R. Laird Harris, “SlK® ” TWOT, 2:892. See also Nahum M. Sama, Genesis
I T ^ i r a , The IPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1989), 262-263.
3The Peshitta (i.e., “the simple”) Syriac version composed in the second or
third century A. D. appends the words “for his mother.” It means that only Benjamin
is still alive of Rachel’s two sons. Usually the verb 1KTO is parsed as Nif. ptc. m. s.,
however, Wenham describes the form as Nif. pf. 3 m. s. pans. Wenham, Genesis 1650, WBC, 2:403.
4The perfect plus 1 in both protasis and apodosis ofin & n p l and O F f n in i
forms the equivalent of a conditional sentence. James L. Kugel, The Idea o f Biblical
Poetry: Parallelism and Its History (New Heaven and London: Yale University,
1981), 32.
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Text Unit and Its Genre
Gen 42 is closely linked with chap. 37 by picking up the major events
introduced there, thus establishing in 42:38 “an antithetical parallel.”1 Gen 39-41 point
to a carefully integrated subdesign which functions as an interlude with the main
connecting motif o f famine.2
Vss. 36-38 form a clear subunit and are a part of a bigger division o f vss. 2938. In its present form, the genre questions o f the unit should be restricted to the
functional uniqueness it demonstrates in relationship to the entire narrative. By means
o f a dialogue, vss. 36-38 structure the continuous whole where vs. 36 describes
Jacob’s lament, thus emphasizing the elements o f a dirge (accusation and explication).
In vs. 37, the oath formula offered by Reuben is totally different from the traditional
ones. It emphasizes the condition (you may kill my two sons) that will be fulfilled if
the assertion is broken (if I do not bring him back to you). Finally in vs. 38 a dirge
reveals Jacob’s sorrow concerning his sons, thus bringing his reply to a close. That is
why vs. 38 is so similar to that o f Gen 37:35.

1Thesis:
Antithesis:

HD T rttC ^
for his brother is dead,
m b Mm
and he alone is left. See Coats, Genesis, 285.
*

t

:

■

?

j

“

s*

:

s

:

2Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 103.
3Westermann divides chap. 42 into three main divisions: (1) Journey to Egypt
(vss. 1-5); (2) Experience in Egypt (vss. 6-25); and (3) Arrival at the father’s house
(vss. 26-38). See Westermann, Genesis 3 7-50,103-104. Wenham finds in chap. 42
five palistrophically arranged scenes: vss. 1-4, vss. 5-17, vss. 18-24, vss. 25-28, and
vss. 29-38 (Wenham, Genesis 16-50,2:403-405). Hamilton has three main units
which are similar to Westerman’s divisions (Hamilton, Genesis 18-50,514-537).
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Exegetical Notes
Gen 42:36-38 points to the culmination of the events similar to that of Gen
37:34-35. In vs. 36 Jacob laments over the “death” of his son Joseph and the fate o f
Simeon. In spite o f the fact that Reuben’s request was based on the severest oath
involving the death of his own two sons, Jacob refuses to allow Benjamin to travel
with his brothers to Egypt. Jacob laments Benjamin as if he is facing his death. It is
noteworthy that each o f these episodes in the lament o f Jacob contributes to the
development o f crises.
Vss 36-38 show how deeply Jacob had loved Joseph and how dear the sons of
his favorite wife had been to him. Jacob’s words concerning Benjamin’s death, “you
would bring down (Euphemism)1my gray hairs (Metonymy)2 in sorrow to Sheol,”
emphasize the thought that he would not be able to endure another tragedy.
As it was in the case o f Gen 37:35, so it is here: The term n b? M : ends with the
directive Ht and provides no hint in regard to the state or some kind o f existence of
the dead who have “gone down” there. However, a totally opposite conclusion is
reached by V. Hamilton, who comments, “In these Genesis passages, all involving
Jacob, one should consider Sheol, as denoting the state or condition o f death into

'Euphemism (the use o f a word or phrase that is less expressive or direct but
considered less distasteful, less offensive, etc., than another), that is, “you will kill
me.” See Ethelbert W. Bullinger, Figures o f Speech Used in the Bible, Explained and
Illustrated (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), 685.
2Metonymy (a figure o f speech in which the name o f one thing is used in place
of that of another associated with or suggested by it), that is “me, in my old age.”
Ibid., 587.
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which the dejected Jacob will enter.”1 O. Procksch focuses on Job 14:22 to prove that
“Wer voll Kummer in der Totenwelt geht, ruht dort in ewigem schattenhaftem
Kummer (He that departs to the realm of the dead M l o f grief rests there in eternal
shadowy grief).”2 What the suffering Job whispered in his physical pain and mental
anguish cannot be attributed to the conviction o f patriarchs. To hang any teaching
about Sheol or to fabricate a dogmatic proof based on this or another verse leads only
to speculation and building o f an unsubstantiated case. As H. Leupold puts it, “much
has been imputed to the term [Sheol] without good grounds,” and he points out that
“Jacob expresses only this thought: My last days, should Benjamin die, will be
steeped in great grief under the load of which I shall die.”3 Here as in Gen 37:35
nblOT means “to the grave.”4

Gen 44:29,31
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1Hamilton, Genesis, 537.
'j

Otto Procksch, Die Genesis: Kommentar zum Alten Testament (Leipzig: A.
Deichertsche Verlagsbuchfaandlung, 1913), 239.
3Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition o f Genesis 20-50 (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1956), 1058-1059.
4For the discussion on the key terms and its equivalents see exegetical notes on
Gen 37:35.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
29 If you take1this one also from me, and harm happens to him, then you will
bring down my gray hairs in misery to Sheol.
31 When he sees that the boy is not with us,2 then he will die;3 and your servants will
bring down the gray hairs of your servant our father in sorrow to Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Exegetes generally agree that chaps. 43:1-45:28 form a clear unit within the
narrative of Joseph, describing the second o f three journeys o f Joseph’s brothers to
Egypt. Wenham, Coats, Westermann, and others indicate that the content, structure,
and corresponding exposition parts o f these three chapters mirror chap. 42,4
developing the tension to its cubnination point before the completion is reached.
Vss. 29 and 31 are located within the passionate speech o f Judah, which is one o f the
two most important literary masterpieces in the entire unit (Gen 44:18-34).5 It can be
split into smaller subunits consisting o f vss. 24-29 and 30-32.6 It should also be noted

*A perfect consecutive containing the condition as in Gen 44:29
( □ m n i m . . . n r n iT D ! n rin jp b l) implies in the mind o f the speaker the following
notion, “If it ever shall have come to this, that you have taken this one also, then you
have thereby brought me down to Sheol.” See GKC, § 112kk.
•%

An addition “with us” (which is required by the context) is also found in the
LXX, Peshitta, and Samaritan versions.
3The perfect consecutive occurring as the apodosis (TO]) is often used to
\

„

announce future events (he will/would die). The same is true concerning YTHirT].
See GKC, § 112oo.
4Wenham, Genesis 16-50, WBC, 2:418-420; Coats, From Canaan to Egypt,
38-54; Westermann, Genesis 37:50,130-131.
5By its rhetorical power it is similar to his speech to Jacob in Gen 43:3-10.
6Coats sees in vss. 30-31 one subunit, a conclusion, and vss. 32-34 form a new
subunit—a request. Coats, Genesis with an Introduction, 290.
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that Gen 44:24-31, the episode o f the second journey, refers back to Gen 42:29-38,
and such verses as Gen 44:29,31,42:38, and 37:35 contain the same elements.
It is impossible to give a concrete genre definition for the whole unit, as it
consists of numerous and various stereotyped formulas.1 However, the lament of
Joseph’s death and with it the theme of Jacob’s “going down” to death, that is,
“Sheol-wards” continually reverberate throughout the story (Gen 37:35; [42:36];
42:38; [43:14]; 44:29, 3 1).2

Exegetical Notes
At this point it is necessary to have a brief overview. The cruel plan of
Joseph’s brothers succeeded. In his grief Jacob was ready to go where his beloved son
had gone, “For I will go down mourning to my son to Sheol” (Gen 37:35). Jacob’s
comment concerning Benjamin, Rachel’s second son, speaks by itself, “If harm should
happen to him on the way that you are going, you would bring down my gray hairs in
sorrow to Sheol” (Gen 42:38). Here the reason for “going down to Sheol” is different
from that o f the previous passage. By using the causative form, □TfTnirn (Hi. 2 m.
pi.) Jacob’s straightforward language leaves no doubt that “you would be the cause o f
my death.”
Finally, with slight variation the same phraseology is repeated twice by Judah,
“If you take this one also from me, and harm happens to him, then you will bring

‘Ibid., 293.
2See also Gen 44:22; 45:28; 47:9; 48:1; 49:1,28-33.
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down my gray hairs in misery to Sheol” (Gen 44:29) and “When he sees that the boy
is not with us, then he will die; and your servants will bring down the gray hairs of
your servant our father in sorrow to Sheol” (Gen 44:31). “The gray hairs” is a
metonymy used in a metaphorical sense and stands for their father Jacob. It illustrates
Jacob’s great sadness and sorrow and what the loss o f Benjamin would mean to him.
The reason and essence o f Jacob’s unbearable grief are synthesized in vs. 30 where
Judah provides an explanation; TODJD JTTCSfp ilZfSXl (“and his soul being bound
with his soul”).1
In vs. 31 the term ffiQ (“die”) is parallel to T T (“go down”), thus
emphasizing the analogy of “dying” with “going down” to Sheol. Here, as in all the

nbm has the ending Ht, thus indicating direction toward

previous passages, the term

(“to the grave”) and excluding any speculation or reference to some kind of existence
in the spirit underworld. Otherwise both texts contain the same elements as in the two
previous references.

Num 16:30, 33
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The term ©S3 (“soul,” “life”) will be discussed in detail in Excursus 1 and
especially in the Writings. See H. Wheeler Robinson, The Christian Doctrine o f Man
(Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1952), 4-67; Allen P. Ross, Creation and Blessing: A
Guide to the Study and Exposition o f the Book o f Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1988), 122-123.
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Translation and Textual Remark
30 But if Yahweh creates a creation,1 and the ground opens its mouth and
swallows them up,2 with all that belongs to them, and they go down alive to Sheol,
then you shall know that these men have despised Yahweh.
33 So they with all that belonged to them went down alive to Sheol; the earth closed
over them, and they perished from the midst o f the assembly.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Num 16:30,33 belongs to the section consisting o f vss. 25-35, which starts
with Moses going to Dathan and Abiram and concludes with the destruction of 250
men. The section is held together by two subunits (vss. 25-30 and vss. 31-35).3 It
deals with the punishment o f the rebels and is integrated into chaps. 16 and 17, which
together form a major literary unit. Both chapters form the peak in the chiastic
structure4 and introversion ofNumbers, thus presenting Korah’s rebellion as the

‘The LXX reads ev (fxxopaTi
There is a big difference between an
apparition or a portent and an entirely new created thing. NRSV has “creates
something new.” J. Milgrom suggests the following translation: “makes a great
chiasm.” Jacob Milgrom, Numbers 1 3 1 0 3 : The JPS Torah Commentary (JPST)
(Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 137. According to H.
Hanson, in the context ofNum 16, vs. 30 could be also translated as “splits open a
crevice” or “forms by cutting.” See Howard E. Hanson, “Num X V I30 and the
Meaning o f Bara,” Veins Testamentum (FT) 22 (1972): 353-359.
2After the phrase'DDK n<rv b: rl l the LXX inserts a few words from vs. 32.
*

t

3For different analyses and approaches see Philip J. Budd, Numbers, WBC,
vol. 5 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1984), 180-184; Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers: An
Introduction & Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (TOTC)
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1981), 136-138.
4Milgrom denotes chiasm and introversion with the term pallistrophe. For
various chiastic structures see Milgrom, Numbers 1 2 1 0 2 , JPST, 414-423; Gordon J.
Wenham, Numbers, Old Testament Guides (OTG) (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1997), 14-25; Mary Douglas, In the Wilderness: The Doctrine o f Defilement in
the Book ofNumbers (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 103-126.
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climax of the book.
Numbers contains a variety o f genres. Chaps. 16 and 17 belong to one of the
seven narrative sections, alternating with six law sections.1Vss. 25-35 are in prose and
the unit is but a report of an event. However, the event is particular and unique; the
elements of entreaty/exhortation and prohibition (vs. 26) call to the test (vss. 28-31)
and the punishment (vss. 31-33) of the defiant, and find their culmination and solution
in the act of “going down alive into Sheol” ( n h m D ^ n . . . r m ) . 2 Moreover, as
vs. 30 and vss. 31-33 describe the same event, it is easy to notice their parallel

TABLE 3
PARALLEL STRUCTURE OF NUM 16:30 AND 16:31-33

Numbers 16:30
m m K im n r -Q " D K i
but if Yahweh creates a creation
m srriK n o i x n n r a m
and the ground opens its mouth
o h b -raJK'SsTiKi o n x p S a m
and swallows them up with all that
belongs to them

Numbers 16:31-33
om nnn n m n m x rt p p am
the ground under them was split apart
m s T i x r-ra n rtn am
and the earth opened its mouth
o r r r e r n x i n m pbam
and swallowed them up with their households
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‘Narrative: Num 1:1-4:49; 7:1-9:23; 10:11-14:45; 16:1-17:13; 20:1-27:23;
31:1-33:49; 36:1-36:13. Law: 5:1-6:27; 10:1-10:10; 15:1-15:41; 18:1-19:22; 28:130:16; 33:50-35:34. James S. Ackerman, “Numbers,” in The Literary Guide to the
Bible, ed. Robert Alter and Frank Kermode (London: Fontana, 1989), 78-91; Douglas,
In the Wilderness, 102-126. An interesting study on the genres in Numbers is found in
Wenham, Numbers, 26-67.
2Num 16:31-35 contains elements found in parallel episodes: Num 11:1,10,
33; 12:9-10; 14:11-12; 16:44-45; 17:9-10; 21:6.
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structure, which, like a prophecy with its fulfillment, demonstrates the resolution of
the challenge (see table 3 above).

Exegetical Notes
The case of Korah and Ms company (Num 16:30,33) is one among many
controversial passages on which opposing views have been presented. A. Heidel
makes a very strong statement: “And as regards Sheol in particular, we have evidence
that it, in the signification o f the subterranean realm o f the spirits, applies to the
habitation o f the souls of the wicked only,” and “Contrariwise, there is no passage
wMch proves that Sheol was ever employed as a designation for the gathering place of

Commenting on Num 16:33, R. Doermann explains that “Korah, Dathan and
Abiram were received directly into Sheol without first entering the grave.” Doermann,
“Sheol,” 191. J. Milgrom in Ms discussion on Korah touches the view o f premature
or evil death, wMch is popular among many scholars. He writes, “Only the wicked
descend to Sheol (see Pss. 9:18; 31:18) and that the egregious wicked ‘go down alive
to Sheol’ (see Ps. 55:16), whereas the righteous ascend heavenward (Prov 15:24; Eccl
3:20-23).” Milgrom, Numbers 1 J 1 D J , JPST, 137-138. Rosenberg has the commonly
held view that the term Sheol is a neutral concept. It is neutral when Sheol is the
destiny o f all men. Taking the biblical text and applicable Near Eastern material, she
emphasizes its close connection with the concept o f evil and premature death. Thus,
Sheol becomes a negative concept through its association with the evil death o f the
wicked and its descriptive features. To come to her conclusion she uses a quantitative
approach: (1) Ten times the wicked are sent to Sheol in Num 16:21-22,30; Hos
13:12-14; Isa 5:8-14; 14:5-9; Ezek 32:27; Pss 9:18; 31:18; 49:15; 55:16; Job 21 7:13,
Job 24:19. (2) Eight times it may be inferred so in Pss 18:18; 49:15-16; Isa 38:18;
Jonah 2:4; Job 14:13; Prov 3:5; 7:27; 9:18. (3) Eighteen times those who die a violent
death by the sword go to Sheol in Isa 14:19; Ezek 31:17-18; 3 2:20,21,22,23,24,25,
26,28,29 (2x), 31; Prov 7:21; Ps 88:4-6. (4) Three times they die in blood in 1 Kgs
2:9; Ps 30:4-10; Prov 1:12. (5) Four times they are sent to Sheol alive in Num 16:29;
Isa 5:14; Ps 55:16; Prov 1:12. (6) Five times the cause is severe affliction in Isa
38:10,11; Pss 6:3-4; 30:3; 31:8; 88:16-17. (7) Twice because o f intense anguish in
Gen 42:38; 44:31. (8) Once it is by mourning, Gen 37:35. (9) Twice “evil” appears,
Gen 44:29, Ps 88:4. “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 173-245. Compare the views o f
Bailey, Biblical Perspectives o f Death, 48-53, with the arguments o f Desmond
Alexander, “The Old Testament View o f Life after Death,” Themelios 11 (1986): 4146.
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the departed spirits o f the godly.”1J. Pedersen presents the opposite trend: “Viewed
from the world o f light all the deceased form a common realm because they are
essentially subject to the same conditions. This common realm the Israelites call
Sheol or the netherworld:. . . Everyone who dies goes to Sheol.”2
These contradictory quotations create dichotomy and a certain tension in the
mind o f the modem reader. On the one hand, scholars perceive Sheol as the place of
the dead or simply the grave o f all men regardless of their moral character. On the
other hand, they identify it as the place reserved only for the wicked by pointing to
their premature death, which comes as the consequence of Yahweh’s j udgments, and
thus results in their continuous miserable existence in the underworld.3
In order to find out what Num 16:30,33 says, it is necessary to identify key
words, phrases, structural essentials that reveal Yahweh’s will, and other elements in
terms of their function within the given text, and synthesize them to reveal their
contribution to the theological and anthropological emphases o f the current passage
concerning the term Sheol. Vs. 30 consists o f four conditional clauses and the
apodosis in the last part.4
1Alexander D. Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1949), 184,186. See his comments on Pss 49
and 75.
2Pedersen, Israel, 4 6 0 ,4 6 1 ,465; Heidel, Gilgamesh Epic, 173.
Compare H. Wheeler Robinson, Inspiration and Revelation in the Old
Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1946), 94-105; Clive S. Lewis, The Problem o f Pain
(New York: Macmillan, 1947), 106-116; Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and
Tremper Longman III, ed., Dictionary o f Biblical Imagery (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity, 1998), s.v. “Grave.”
V s. 29 has a similar structure, which consists o f two conditional phrases and
an apodosis.
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and the ground ©pens its mouth
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r 6 x 0 D ^n H T l
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but if Yahweh creates

s*

a

and they go down alive to Sheol
then you shall know ...

The first clause starts with the adversative particle 1 (“but”) and is followed by
the adverbial particle DR (“i f ’); thus, the term XD3 (“create”) implies something
totally new, unprecedented, unseen, and unheard.1 Hence, the term 1 0 2 , which is
exclusively used to refer to the nonparallel character of the creative work of Yahweh
and which also represents the concept of life, in contrast to its nature, here functions as
the concept o f death. The phrase > O T H R 02 (“creates a creation”2) is a hapax
legomenon?
Moreover, a verb and a cognate noun are used together in order to put a strong
emphasis on the expression “but if Yahweh creates” and is similar to a supreme degree
in verbs to proclaim the magnitude of the action and the greatness and

!John W. Wevers, LXX: Notes on the Greek Text ofNumbers, Society of
Biblical Literature (SBL) (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998), 274.
2For the discussion on the technical and theological term for creation K 13 see
Hanson, “Num. X V I30 and the Meaning of BARA,” 353-359; Martin I. Lockshin, ed.,
Rashbam’s Commentary on Leviticus and Numbers: An Annotated Translation
(Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2001), 231-233; Milgrom, Numbers 1 3 1 0 3 ,
JPST, 137,314. The term 1 0 3 occurs 49 times in the Hebrew Scripture.
3It serves as a cognate accusative. A similar phrase with similar syntax is
found in Jonah 3:2, n x n p r tT iK 'r n ^ x l n p i (“and proclaim to it this
proclamation”). See also Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 1-20: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible (AB), vol. 4A (New York:
Doubleday, 1993), 417. Compare with Exod 34:10, Isa 48:6, and Jer 31:22.
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significance of its results as “they go down alive to Sheol, then you shall know.”1
Instead o f dealing with the situation and conditions immediately, all five key verbs
(K IT , n m m , n y b 2 \ r m , n m y i ) are inflected in the future.2 In other words,
Moses anticipates God’s active intervention and the destruction of the rebels.
Two verbs of interest here are HSS (“part,” “open”) and lib s (“swallow,”
“consume”). To understand the full implications of these words in their context, it is
necessary to take into consideration the concepts to which they are related and the
vocabulary that is generally used in the Hebrew Scripture to express them. “And the
ground opens its mouth, and swallows them up” are figurative expressions where ITS
(“its mouth”) is a metaphor for an opening or hole. Table 4 shows how almost
identical phrases occur in seven texts.4
For the purpose of further exposition o f the text it should be noted that the term
HOIK (Gen 4:11; Num 16:30)5 is used interchangeably with

(Num 16:32;

,Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 275-279.
2The first verb K1IP is in the imperfect and serves as the governing verb for
the rest o f the four following verbs which are the perfects prefixed with waw
consecutive. For further information see Kelley, Biblical Hebrew: An Introductory
Grammar, 209-216.
3TImotfay R. Ashley, The Book ofNumbers, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1993), 318.
4See also Hab 2:5, Prov 27:20; 30:13-16, etc. Umberto Cassuto, A
Commentary on the Book o f Genesis, Part 1, From Adam to Noah: Genesis 1-6:8,
trans. I. Abrahams, Publications o f the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research in the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Jerusalem: Magn.es Press, 1961), 219-220.
sDavid J. A. Clines, ed.,“rTCnX,” The Dictionary o f Classical Hebrew, 5 vols.
(Sheffield: Sheffeld Academic P r e s s ,993), 1:130-132.
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26:10; Deut 11:6; Ps 106:17) and they are synonymous. The personification o f the
ground (“opens its mouth,” “swallows them up”) and the earth (“opened its month,”

TABLE4
TEXTS WITH IDENTICAL PHRASES
Texts
Gen 4:11
Num 16:30
Num 16:32
Num 26:10
Deut 11:6
Ps 106:17
Isa 5 :14

Group 2
Group 1
T m w n K nnpb
r r s -n x n rass i m
to receive your brother's blood
which has opened its mouth
b n k n<7i t e }
rrsT iK n m x n n n s a i
and swallows them up and the ground opens its mouth
nnk s te m
r r s -n x p « n n n s m
and swallowed them up and the earth opened its mouth
nyt
n k i t/-e ;m m a -n x f r o n n n s m
and swallowed them up and the earth opened its mouth
n/*i•t e :m
r r s*-n k r i a n n rass
t
and swallowed them up and the earth opened its mouth
in n s t e m
ru rn n sn
and swallowed up Dathan
the earth opened
m \s 17 -%
%
Sheol... has opened its mouth
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“swallowed them up”) alludes to Sheol and functions as its parallel terms. For
instance, Ps 141:17 speaks about the bones scattered “at the mouth o f Sheol”
'p b ) with the word jH tt acting as its equivalent term. Moreover, the word
jHj^ or n a i k is the subject o f the dynamic verb $ b 2 (“swallow”), implying the
idea o f Sheol seven times, thus intensifying their connotations with the grave.1 It

'Exod 15:12; Num 16:30,32,34; 26:10; Deut 11:6; Ps 106:17. Tromp,
Primitive Conceptions, 125-127.
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should be strongly reemphasized that it is the earth (]HX) and ground (HQIX) that
swallow the rebels and not some shadowy, ethereal place.
The verbs HSS (“open up”) and n r© (“open”) are used interchangeably in
the context of punishment when the earth opens its mouth wide in order to swallow
those who challenged Moses’ authority.1
Num 16:30

rPBTIK rtD lX H n n S S I

Deut 11:6

rPSTlK f l X H nnS B

(“the earth opened its mouth”)

Num 16:32

rPSTlK p X H n n s n i

(“and the earth opened its mouth”)

Num 26:10

rrrn X p x n

(“and the earth opened its mouth”)

Ps 106:17

T

•

#

V

<T

T

T

T

:

T

n n sm

fn tr n n s n

(“if the earth opens its mouth”)
v

A

(“the earth opened”)

It is highly significant that not only these passages found in the Torah, but also
those outside it refer exclusively to the Korah story. It means that in ancient Israel, the
phrase “the earth opened its mouth” was one o f those descriptive similes2 or half
•5

hyperbolic formulas that were used to demonstrate the way to total destruction.
In order to indicate the enormity of death in Num 16:30-33, the image o f “earth

^ n s a ,” BDB, 822; “m 3 ,” BDB, 835; Victor P. Hamilton, “TBS,”
NIDOTTE, 3:653; idem, T ir© ” TWOT, 2:743. Compare with Ezek 2 * ; 3:2. In Isa
5:14, the phrase ITS
(“and opened Its mouth”) contains another verb I P S
(“open wide”) and refers to Sheol. See “1 M ,” BDB, 822; Ludwig Koehler and
Walter Baumgartner, ‘71X3,” The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon o f the Old Testament
(HALOT), 5 vols. (Leiden, New York: E. I. Brill, 1996), 3:953. See also John Arthur
Thompson, Deuteronomy: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (London:
InterVarsity, 1974), 152-153; Patrick D. Miller, Deuteronomy, BCTP (Louisville, KY:
John Knox, 1990), 124-128; Duane L. Christensen, Deuteronomy 1-11, WBC, vol. 6A
(Waco, TX: Word, 1991), 211.
2Simile Is a figure o f speech in which one thing is likened to another, or a
comparison o f two persons, places, or things that are unlike, with “like” or “as.” For
example, “I am sending you out like lambs among wolves” (Lukel0:3).
3Abraham S. Yahuda, The Language o f the Pentateuch in Its Relation to
Egyptian (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), 277-278.
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opening its mouth” is reinforced by two verbs, v b 'i (“swallow,” “consume,”
“devour”) and “IT (“go down”),1thus making the figure enormously powerful and
vivid. It is remarkable that in the Torah the term I?*72 emerges especially in contexts
of destruction, and “the punitive intervention and judgment of Yahweh.” “Swallow”
'y

means death and excludes any continual existence in whatever form.
The consigning ofKorah, Dathan, and Abiram to Sheol by means o f the earth’s
mouth is striking. The major intertextual bridge between the unique incident in Num
16 and the event described in the epic poetry o f Exod 15:12 is demonstrated in the
destruction o f Pharaoh’s army.3 As “the earth swallowed” (fT K IllSjbllFl) the
Egyptians, so it swallows Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.4 It means that the Egyptians
not only drowned as the result o f Yahweh’s judgments, “but they were also buried
beneath the sea.”5 U. Cassuto explains that the phrase “the earth swallowed them”

!See discussion on Gen 37:37.
2Isa 49:19; Pss 52:6; 124:3; Prov 1:12; Job 2:3; 10:8; 37:20; Hab 1:13. See
also Exod 15:12; Deut 11:6; Isa 19:3; Pss 21:10; 55:16; 106:17, etc. Bonn I.
Schttpphaus, “T O ,” TDOT, 2:136-139; Pieter J. Els, “i f e , ” NIDOTTE, 1:665-667;
Levine, Numbers 1-20, AB, 428-430.
3It is not necessary for the verb “open” to be always present. Comelis
Houtman, Exodus: 7:14-19:25, Historical Commentary on the Old Testament
(HCOT), 4 vols. (Kampen: Kok Publishing House, 1996), 2:286-287.
4James Nohmberg, Like unto Moses: The Constituting o f an Interruption
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 151-152.
5Benno Jacob, The Second Book o f the Bible: Exodus (Hoboken, NJ: KTAV
Publishing House, 1992), 431.
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should be understood as “Sheol swallowed them.”1
In Num 16 events move rapidly toward a horrifying but retributive climax as
can be seen from the following comparison in table 5.

TABLE 5
COMPARISON OF NUM 16:30 WITH 16:32-33

Num 16:30
m y r n o ia
creates a creation
p p s t i x n m x r t n nuM
and the ground opens its mouth
ortx
and swallows them up
n b m o^n r m
and they go down alive to Sheol
:

j t

7
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t
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Num 16:32-33

:

r r s r n x p x r t rin sm
and the earth opened its mouth
n m nbam
and swallowed them
n b k o y Rn
rm
and they went down alive to Sheol
r-rn n b r r S u o s m
and the earth closed over them
Snjpn Tfiria m K h
and they perished from the midst o f the assembly
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Vs. 33 contains two more descriptive elements: “the earth covered them over”
and “they perished from the midst o f the assembly.”2 Unlike the previous passages
where the dead “went down” to Sheol, here the house o f Abiram with those who took
part in Korah’s revolt went down to Sheol “alive.” The contrast is obvious and

!See for his comments Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book o f
Exodus, trans. I. Abrahams, Publications o f the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research
in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1997), 176.
2For discussion on the phrases see Ashley, The Book o f Numbers, NICOT,
318-321.
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significant. Did they go down to continue their existence in some underworld region?
The basic meaning of the verb "QX (“destroy,” “perish,” “exterminate”) is clear.1
They went down alive to die, to be destroyed or exterminated. The word “DX is
diametrically opposite to the term “to live” and excludes any possibility of life. It is
significant to note that after the incident there was no sign to mark the spot. This is
solemn, multifaceted truth that reminds the reader of Yahweh’s holiness and
omnipotence, and the deadly danger of daring to rebel against Him.
Furthermore, it is also noteworthy to consider the fact that just after the death
of Korah and his followers m rP DXD HX2T 1CX1 (“fire came out from the Lord”)
a t

and «hk b m m

:

j**

\ r

i

t

/**

:

v

'

D'ne'ann n x *??xfn (“consumed the two hundred fifty men”).2

The text presents some additional insights concerning death in the context of Sheol
by means of a spectacular fire coming out (TlXST) from Yahweh3 where the subject of
“consume” (^DXhT) is “fire.” In a similar incident Nadab and Abihu died instantly;
however, their bodies were not burned to ashes, for their clothed corpses were taken

‘Comelis Van Dam, “1 3 X ,” NIDOTTE, 1:223-225; Benedikt Otzen, “~QX,”
TDOT, 1:19-23.
2There are similarities with the tragedy o f Nadab and Abihu in Lev 10. John
C. LaugMin, “The ‘Strange Fire’ of Nadab and Abihu,” JBL 95 (1976): 559-565. Fire
is used in the Scriptures not only as a means o f punishment and total destruction: Gen
19:24; Exod 9:23-24; Lev 10:2; Num 11:3; 21:28; 31:10; Deut 29:22; Josh 6:19; Judg
1:8; 2 Kgs 1:10,12,14; 25:9; Job 18:15; Ps 11:6; Isa 34:9; 30:33; Ezek 38:22, etc., but
also plays an important role as the concept o f the eschatological destruction o f the
enemies of Yahweh: Mai 3:19; Mark 9:48, Rev 14:9-11, etc. Vinzenz Hamp, “OX,”
TDOT, 1:418-428.
According to Num 26:10, “they became a warning” for later generations.
“C’est pourquoi Moise leur repond que ‘domain Yahweh fera connaltre qui est le
saint’ (vs. 5): demain (boqer) a l’heure ou se font les oracles (Nb 22 :13,21) et les
jugements.. . , c’est-a-dire au jour dujugement de Dieu.” Jules De Vaulx, Les
Nombres (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1972), 194-195.
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for burial (Lev 10:5).' It seems that something like that happened also with the 250
men. Moreover, Num 17:13-14 (in English vss. 4 8 ,49) mentions the death o f 14,700
rebels and how Aaron stood Q™nn ^31 D TlD rr!p2 (“between the dead and the
‘j

living”), only two parties. Nowhere does the Scripture mention the third group as
continuing to live in some subterranean region after death. The key words here,
(“consumed”) and OTlDn (“the dead”), contain not the slightest hint
concerning any kind of existence in Sheol and are self-explanatory.
The death of Korah and his people presents a prototype of the suddenness,
totality, and finality o f destruction. The fact that “the earth closed over them” was a
remarkable testimony to direct divine intervention. Thus, Num 16 serves as an
example o f defiance and an archetype o f eschatological judgment which goes beyond
historical reality and provides a model to demonstrate the danger o f rebellion in which
the people may engage, and the harshness o f the retribution they would receive.
In summary, vss. 30-33 make it clear that what happened was something
unique, new, unseen, and unheard o f with an emphasis on its causation, namely, an act
of Yahweh’s judgment which resulted in the death of the rebels. The vocabulary o f
the judgment language, (D F lim , T IT l, n v h 2 \ n n S S \ i n y ) , including the term
K 13 (“create”), which in this specific case functions to reverse or undo His creation,
emphatically demonstrates not only the mode o f execution and its process, but also the
consequences o f it. In an instant the earth “opened its mouth and swallowed” not only
'John E. Hartley, Leviticus, WBC, vol. 4 (Dallas: Word Books, 1992), 132133.
2In Num 25:9 those who died were 24,000, etc.
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Korah and his followers, but also their tents with all their possessions.1 It would be
absurd to assert that all their goods went to a place of departed spirits. No
underground cavity or a pit representing Sheol is mentioned in the text.3 It simply
means that Korah and his company with all their possessions were buried alive.
The terminology o f the passage clearly points to the usage o f judgment
vocabulary. The key verbs K IT (“creates”), HFlSSI (“and opens”), nnSFfi (“and
opened”), 2?bnFtl (“and swallowed”), TTV;} (“and they went down”), ODfT) (“and

^om e critics have come to the conclusion that Korah with his company died
as the result o f some natural catastrophe, such as an earthquake, lightning, etc. See, for
instance, Greta Hort, “The Death o f Qorah,” Australian Biblical Review (AusBR) 1
(December 1959): 2-26; Wenham, Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary,
TOTC, 137-138. However, the death o f the rebels was not a “natural” accident. First,
they were taught and warned to serve in harmony with the instructions received from
the Lord, “or they will die” (Num 4:15,18-19). Second, when Korah assembles the
whole congregation “the glory o f the Lord appeared” (vs. 19). Third, Yahweh caused
the earth to “open its mouth” and “swallow them” (vss. 31-33) and then “a fire came
out from the Lord and consumed the 250 men” (vs. 35). A similar confrontation
between Elijah and the prophets o f Baal took place on Mt. Carmel (1 Kgs 18). Fourth,
the issues involved were almost the same. Fifth, time elements and the sequence of
events were similar. If the predicted judgment had not been carried out, this would
prove that the Lord had not sent either Moses or Elijah.
2Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 130.
3G. Maier comments on Num 16:30 in the following way: “Der Ausdruck ‘in
die Scheol hinabfahren’ deutet an, dafi mit dem Tode nicht alles aus is t.. . . In der
Scheol sind Toten, leben dort aber schattenhaft weiter (vgl. Ps 49:16; Jes 38:18; Hos
13:14).” (The expression “to go down to Sheol” means that with death not everything
is finished.. . . The dead are in Sheol and continue to live there as shadows [comp. Ps
49:15; Is 38:18]). Then in the footnote he explains that “Oberzogen ist es aus 4 Mo
16:30 herauslesen zu wollen, hier werde die Scheol, als ein unter der Erdoberflache
befindlicher hohlraumvergestellt’” (It is convincing from Num 16:30 that here Sheol
“is pictured as an open space situated under the surface o f the earth”). Gerhard Maier,
Das Vierte Buck Mose (The Fourth Book o f Moses) (Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus Yerlag,
1989), 237.
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covered”), and Y’OK’H (“and they perished”) serve as graphic elements in the figure
o f speech, which has three functions: (1) reveals the way o f God’s active intervention,
(2) leads progression o f events to its culmination, and (3) pictures the manner of death
the rebels would die.
/

The interchangeable usage and personification o f the

|HXri

(“earth,” “ground”) which “opens its mouth,” “swallows them up,” and then “covers
them up” clearly allude to their burial alive in the grave, and nothing more. Those
who rebelled against Yahweh and Moses were “DX (“destroyed”) from the midst of
the assembly.
Furthermore, in a broader context, the execution o f250 men and 14,700 rebels
indisputably refers only to their death. Concerning the condition o f their souls or
some special status after their death in Sheol, or further punishment after their death,
the texts are totally silent.
Finally, in Lev 10:2 Nadab and Abihu were struck dead before the sanctuary
by fire from the Lord and then carried outside the camp for burial. In Exod 15:12 “the
earth swallowed” the Egyptian army. It means they died and were buried at the
bottom o f the sea. Most likely some o f the dead bodies were thrown on the seashore
(Exod 14:13), where they decomposed and returned to dust.
It is true that in all the discussed passages, the rebels and Yahweh’s enemies
died prematurely; however, “by contrast to the later Christian idea o f hell, Sheol is not
a special place o f punishment reserved for the wicked.”1 Any declaration about Sheol

1Katharine D. Sakenfeld, Journeying with God: A Commentary on the Book o f
Numbers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 101.
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as the place o f the wicked only (Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, Num 16:30-33) should
be refuted by the fact that the righteous like Jacob go there, too (Gen 37:35; 42:38;
44:29-31). Sheol is the place where all the dead are gathered indiscriminately, both
saints and sinners.
As none o f the texts under consideration teaches immortality or postmortem
existence o f human beings, the term Sheol in the present passages should be
understood as equivalent to the grave, without imposing upon the concept ideas that
were not current at the time of the Torah.1 Therefore, the term Sheol here alludes to
the place of the dead.

Deut 32:22
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Translation and Textual Remarks
For a fire is kindled by my nostrils,
and2 it bums to the depths o f Sheol;
and3 it devours the earth and its increase,
and4 it sets on fire the foundations o f the mountains, omit

Text Unit and Its Genre
Vs. 22 is part o f an eloquent and dynamic poem, given under divine
Poland K. Harrison, Numbers: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1992), 238-239.
2The LXX omits 1 (waw conjunction).
%

The LXX, SP, Syr, and Targ omit 1 (waw conjunction).

4The LXX, SP, and Targ omit 1 (waw conjunction).
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inspiration by Moses, and is a fraction o f Deut 32:15-29 which forms a logical unit.
It, in turn, consists o f three smaller, well-organized subunits (15-17; 18-25; 26-29).
Vss. 15-17 speak about Israel’s rejection of the “Rock” and sacrificing to demons, thus
provoking Yahweh’s wrath. Vss. 18-25 contain the major part o f Yahweh’s speech
describing the coming punishment and devastation, and according to D. Christensen,
within a narrative framework, they build the following structure:1
A

Israel forgot their Rock—“the God who birthed you”
B In anger YHWH decided to hide his face from them
C As they provoked me, so I will provoke them in fiery wrath
B1 YHWH decided to “gather evils against them”
A1 Bereavement and terror will come upon everyone

32:18a
32:18b-20
32:21 -22
32:23-24
32:25

The motif o f the coming judgment and the threat of total destruction develop
and find their expression in the climax of tension in vss. 21-22. The third subunit (vss.
26-29) not only concludes the speech o f Yahweh emphasizing His mercy, but also
points to it as the climax o f the whole structure of Deut 32.2
Scholars differ concerning the nature o f the structure, meaning, and form o f

JDuane L. Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10-34:12, WBC, vol. 6B (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2002), 803-805. For other approaches and structural
variants see James R. Boston, “The Song o f Moses: Deuteronomy 32:1-43” (Th.D.
dissertation, Union Theological Seminary, 1966); John M. Wiebe, “The Form, Setting,
and Meaning of the Song of Moses,” Studio Biblica et Theologica (StudBT) 17
(October 1989): 119-163; Patrick W. Skehan, “The Structure of the Song o f Moses in
Deuteronomy (Deut 32:1-43),” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly (CBQ) 13 (1953):
153-163; Carl J. Labuschagne, “The Song o f Moses: Its Framework and Structure,” in
De Fructu Oris Sui: Essays in Honour o f Adrim rn Van Seims, Pretoria Oriental
Series, vol. 9, ed. A. Van Seims (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), 85-98.
2See Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10-34:12, 792.
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Deut 32, wMch has been designated as “a prophetic theodicy,”1 “didactic poem,”2 and
“a religio-politicai song.” However, there is a general consensus among scholars that
the song is written in the form o f a rib (“a lawsuit”)4 and its style is characterized by
longer lines and more polished forms of poetic parallelism than other early Hebrew
poetry.5

'George E. Mendenhall, “Samuel’s ‘Broken Rib’: Deuteronomy 32,” in No
Famine in the Land: Studies in Honor o f John L. McKenzie, ed. James W. Flanagan
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 63-74.
2Samue! R. Driver, Deuteronomy (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1901), 344-348;
Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50, WBC, vol. 19 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), 25-26;
Aage Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Copenhagen: Gad Forlag,
1952), 1:159-160.
3Umberto Cassuto, Biblical and Oriental Studies (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1973),
41-46.
4For detailed analysis see George E. Wright, “The Lawsuit of God: A Form
Critical Study o f Deuteronomy 32,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: Essays in Honor
o f James Muilenburg, ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter Harrelson (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1962), 26-27; Herbert B. Huffinon, “The Covenant Lawsuit in the
Prophets,” JBL 78 (1959): 285-295; Berend Gemser, “The Rib- or Controversy
Pattern in Hebrew Mentality,” in Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East:
Presented to Professor Harold Henry Rowley by the Society for Old Testament Study
in Association with the Editorial Board ofVetus Testamentum, in Celebration o f His
Sixty-fifth Birthday, 24 March 1955, ed. M. Noth and D. Winton Thomas, YTSup 3
(Leiden: Brill, 1955), 120-137. See also Kirsten Nielsen, Yahweh as Prosecutor and
Judge: An Investigation o f the Prophetic Lawsuit, JSOTSup 9 (Sheffield: JSOT
Department of Biblical Studies, 1978); Jan P. Fokkelman, Major Poems o f the
Hebrew Bible at the Interface o f Hermeneutics and Structural Analysis: Ex 15, Deut
32, and Job 3 (Assen, The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1998).
5Craigie, The Book o f Deuteronomy, 374-375; Roland E. Clements,
Deuteronomy, OTG (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989).
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The Song is written in 3 + 3 meter, is rich in parallelism, and contains such
genre elements as doxology, indictment, judgment, covenant blessings and curses,
lamentation, etc. The didactic purpose of the Song is teaching and doxology.3

Exegetical Notes
Deut 32:22 is the only reference in the Torah where the term Sheol occurs in a
poetical context o f Yahweh’s judgment. Here the phrase nTlTO

(lit.,

“unto the deepest Sheol”) is characterized by a new qualifying element HTinFI
(“low,” “lowest,” adj. f. s.), which is used by scholars to develop and emphasize its
spatial aspects4 or other features depending on its attributed function. In fact,
discussions revolving around the word ’’FinF! (including its variants) have divided
researchers into two main groups: those who believe in the “realm o f the dead” and
those who take it as a reference to “the grave.” For instance, R. Rosenberg contends
,

t

that the plural form in the phrase nTOHR jH K (“earth below”) is an intensive plural
and that “the term implies the existence of distinct realms in the netherworld.”5

1George B. Gray, The Forms o f Hebrew Poetry (New York: KTAV Publishing
House, 1972), 11-13. Compare with the opposite view o f Otto Eissfeldt, The Old
Testament: An Introduction (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), 59.
•%

For a discussion on vss. 13-23 see Gray, The Forms o f Hebrew Poetry, 65-75.
Christopher J. H. Wright, Deuteronomy, New International Bible
Commentary (NIBC) (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 198-199.
4Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 42-51.
5Ibid., 40-41; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 180-183.
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Commenting on vs. 22, C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch bring into play such phraseology
as “the lower hell,” “the lowest region o f Sheol,” or “the lower regions,” and then
referring to Calvin they assert, “As the indignation and anger of God follow His
enemies to hell, to eternal flames and infernal tortures, so they devour their land.. . .
There is no necessity therefore to imagine that there is any hyperbole in the words ‘to
the lower hell.’”1 R. Clements speaks o f a “subterranean world”2 and M. Rose points
to the “tiefste Unterwelt.”3 According to the opposite view, “in Deuteronomy 32:22
‘Sheol beneath’ simply means a deep grave.”4
What does Yahweh really say here, and what is the message o f the concrete
elements of the text? First, the adjectives "Tinn, lYnnPl;5 ]1nnn (“low,” “lower,”
“nether, ” “beneath,” “below”) and a variant expression H Tfinn (“low,” “lower,”

!Carl F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament:
The Pentateuch, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 3:480-481. Compare with
Robert G. Bratcher and Howard A. Hatton, A Handbook on Deuteronomy (New York:
United Bible Societies 2000), 549; Samuel R. Driver, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on Deuteronomy, The International Critical Commentary (ICC) (New
York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1902), 366.
2Ronald E. Clements, The Book o f Deuteronomy: A Preacher’s Commentary
(Peterborough: Epworth, 2001), 141.
3Martin Rose, 5. Mose: Teilband 2:5. Mose 1-11 und 26-34 Rahmenstucke
zum Gesetzeskorpus (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1994), 570.
4Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 130; Davidson, Genesis, 221;
Froom, The Conditionalist Faith, 1:162. Some very helpful works are: Edward Fudge,
The Fire That Consumes: A Biblical and Historical Study o f Final Punishment
(Fallbrook, CA: Verdict, 1982); Philip E. Hughes, The True Image, The Origin and
Destiny o f Man in Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 398-407; Stephen Travis, I
Believe in the Second Coming o f Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 196-199.
5Also functions as substantive.
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“beneath”) are derivatives of HHR (used adverbially and propositionally).1
Second, the term ’’Finn and its modifications are used not only to describe
>y

literal situations but also metaphorically to qualify such terms as “Sheol” “the earth,”
n r ™ , rrrin n f IK (“lower parts o f the earth,” “the lowest earth”),3 and

f ix

‘the pit,” n ^ n n n T D 2 (“in the lowest pit”).4 The last two phrases are parallel to
the “depth of Sheol” and will be discussed in the next chapter with added details.
Second, in order to understand the implications ofTinPI and the fern, adjective
rrn n n used as noun concerning Sheol in Deut 32:22, it is necessary to look at a
broader context. Gen 35:8 contains a description o f the death o f Deborah and her
burial below Bethel under an oak (]fpK n HITTI b ir r r a 1? r r a p nnjprn). she
was buried “below” and “under” and not “underneath” or “lower than” the tree.
Similarly, Exod 20:4 forbids to make and to worship any image o f anything
nnrsn fn K a
Y1 l k b n n n n
v it

t

~ j/-

*

(“that is on the earth beneath,” NIV, NRSV, NAU) or

* j\- -

- \ m i (“that is in the water under the earth”).5 The phrase
j / v **:

v

'

A

!T. Desmond Alexander, “]iRnFl,” NIDOTTE, 4:287-288. See also “p n n n , ”
“^nnn,” BDB, 1065-1066; Ronald F. Youngblood, “Tinn,” TWOT, 2:967-969. Some
informative and profitable articles to be mentioned are: Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The
Aramaic Inscriptions o f Sefire I and II,” JAOS 81 (1961): 178-190; Jonas C.
Greenfield, “Mitteihmgen The Prepositions B . . . TAHAT. . . In Jes 57:5,” Zeitschrift
Jur die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft (ZA W) 73 (1961): 226-228; Manfred Weise,
“Jesaja 57:5f” Z4fF72 (1960): 25-32.
2Deut 32:22; Ps 88:13.
3Isa 44:23; Ezek 26:20; 31:14; 16,18; 32:18, etc.
4Lam 3:55; Ps 88:7.
5Compare with Deut 4:18, 39; 5:8; Josh 2:11, and 1 Kgs 8:23.
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“under the earth” is used graphically to express the idea o f its being lower than the
solid earth.1 C. Houtman comments on the phrase
*

I

V IT

T

nnOD ETQ in the
” J /~

’

following way: “die Meere, Flusse, Quellen usw., zu denken ist, die tiefer als die Erde
bzw. das Festland liegen”2 (“the seas, rivers, springs, etc., are to be thought of as those
that lie deeper than the earth, or mainland”). In other words, it should be understood
that the waters o f the seas, rivers, and springs lie at a lower level than the earth or as
being “below” the earth’s surface. Thus, the phrase “under the earth” contains no
idea o f any subterranean dwelling or region, where the spirits of the dead continue
their miserable existence. Moreover, 1 Sam 7:11 provides a description o f the
Israelites pursuing the Philistines "D ITS1? n n n p ““U7 (“until they came under
Bethcar”), not “underneath” the city.4 It can be concluded that the terms under
scrutiny are used to illustrate (often wrongly to impose on the text postmortem
existence) that something is located below or beneath or near, to differentiate a lower
object from an upper.5

'C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, The Pentateuch, trans. from the German by
James Martin, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949), 2:115.
Comelis Houtman, Der Himmel im Alten Testament: Israels Weltbild und
Weltanschauung, Oudtestamentische StudiSn (OTS) (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1993), 44,
270.
3Houtman, Exodus, 3:32; John J. McGovern, “The Waters o f Death,” CBQ 21
(1959): 350-358; Edmund F. Sutcliffe, The Old Testament and the Future Life
(London: Bums, Oates, and Washboume, 1946), 45-46; Bernard J. LeFrois, “Semitic
Totality Thinking,” CBQ 17 (1955): 315-323; Jacob, Exodus, 547-548.
4RSV has “as far as beyond Bethcar.” See also Judg 7:8; 1 Sam 7:11; 1 Kgs
4:12.
5Alexander, “]in n p l,” NIDOTTE, 4:288.
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R. L. Harris argues that the adjective rPPinri in Deut 32:22 does not mean
“lowest” or “deepest” but simply “beneath” and therefore the phrase should be
understood as “Sheol beneath.”1 The same view is expressed by D. Alexander. He
points out that when Sheol is used with fTTinFl, the term indicates that it is located
beneath or below.2 Furthermore, Sheol beneath points to the fact that it is the opposite
o f heaven and clearly alludes to the tomb, “remembering that in antiquity burial shafts
were often deep in the earth.”3 The merism o f heaven and Sheol is used several times
in the Hebrew Bible to indicate the total sphere o f God’s control4 and to remind one
that there is no place to which Yahweh’s sovereignty would not extend. Moreover,
the mention o f geographical extremities, like Sheol, visualized as the deepest grave
beneath the earth and “the foundations o f mountains,” brings to mind Yahweh’s
authority and His ability not only to control but also to restrain these symbols of
power, majesty, and death.
One may argue about the nuances o f the translation, but the main point seems
clear, which E. Merrill has summarized in the following way:
Yahweh’s anger with his disloyal subjects would know no boundaries. In poetic
and highly graphic language he described its universality as extending into the
very bowels o f the earth, into Sheol itself. In Old Testament understanding this
would have no reference to the fires o f hell, a concept o f much later origin.. . .
!Hams, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 130.
2Alexander, “|in r!fl,” MDOTTE, 4:288.
3R. Laird Harris, “Sheol,” Wydiffe Bible Encyclopedia, 2 vols. (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1975), 2:1573. In his article, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” Harris
points out that some o f “the Royal Tombs at Ur excavated by Woolley were 30 feet
deep,” (130).
4For example, Deut 32:22; Job 11:8; Pss 86:13; 139:8; Amos 9:2.
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Moses here was not addressing the matter of the afterlife and the condition o f the
righteous and the wicked dead but had in mind the cosmological distinction, so
common in the Old Testament, of things on the earth, below the earth, and above
the earth, that is, all things everywhere (Ps 139:7-10). Yahweh’s anger would be
so intense and pervasive that it would penetrate the most inaccessible regions of
the created universe.1
To describe Yahweh’s anger in Deut 32:22 Moses uses the vocabulary of
destruction: two nouns ©K (“fire”) and
(“kindle”),

(“bum,” “kindle”),

(“nostril,” “anger”), and four verbs: ITlj?
(“consume,” “devour,” “bum up”), and

a n 1? (“kindle,” “bum”). Here the imagery o f OK (“fire”) plays a particularly notable
"J
role as it introduces the nature o f Yahweh’s wrath and in the Scripture Yahweh
Himself, the judge of sinners, is described as a “consuming fire.”3 Furthermore, the
totality and severity of Yahweh’s all-encompassing punishment is also emphasized by
two phrases:

]*"1K (“the earth with its increase”) and O'Hn 'HpiO (“the

foundations o f the mountains,”4 both o f which are parallel to HTinH ^iK©""U?(“the
depths of Sheol”). It means there is no escape from the fire of divine wrath, which
will bum even to the depth o f Sheol/grave, the place o f the dead. In order to

!Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, The New American Commentary (NAC),
vol. 4 (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 418-419.
22 Sam 22:9,13.
3Lev 10:2; Deut 4:24; 1 Kgs 19:12; Isa 10:17; 29:6; 33:14; Zech 2:9; Mai 4:1.
4For the relationship of “the foundations o f the mountains” to Sheol see
Mitchell Dahood, Psalms 1-50, AB, vol. 16 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966),
106. See also Peter C. Craigie, “Deuteronomy and Ugaritic Studies,” in A Song o f
Power and the Power o f Song: Essays on the Book o f Deuteronomy, ed. Duane L.
Christensen (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1993), 117.
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accentuate the universality of destruction even more, vss. 23-25 contain the list of
seven specified DISH (“evils”) 1 which graphically describe the far-reaching and
destructive consequences of Yahweh’s anger. Each “evil” is qualified by an
appropriate descriptive word, that is, not only “hunger,” but 3 2 1 ’’TO (“wasting
hunger”), p)2iH

(“burning consumption”), 'H’HO 213j?) (“bitter pestilence”),

etc.2
In summary, the major focus of the unit under discussion (vss. 18-25) is on
Yahweh’s burning wrath, which is compared to a fire that destroys everything in its
way, reaching even to Sheol beneath. It means, therefore, that the judgments of
Yahweh that will visit Israel and are described in graphic detail point to the
implementation o f covenant curses from Deut 28.
The only descriptive element o f Sheol is the adjective nTinO , which points to
a deep grave or the domain of the dead. The phrase HTinni

(“unto the

deepest Sheol”) o f vs. 22, including its context, does not contain any allusion

‘Compare with Deut 28:20-22,27-28.
2Fof a detailed discussion see Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10-34:12, WBC,
807-808; Earl S. Kalland, “Deuteronomy,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary,
With the New International Version o f the Holy Bible (EBC), ed. Frank E. Gaebelein,
12 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 3:209; Jonas C. Greenfield, “Smitten by
Famine, Battered by Plague (Deuteronomy 32:34),” in Love and Death in the Ancient
Near East: Essays in Honor o f Marvin H. Pope, ed. John H. Marks and Robert M.
Good (Guilford, CT: Four Quarters Publishing, 1987), 151-152.
Wright, Deuteronomy, N1BC, 300-302; Walter Brueggemann, Deuteronomy,
Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries (AOTC) (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press,
2001), 279-280; G aigie, The Book o f Deuteronomy, NICOT, 383-385; Cassuto,
Biblical and Oriental Studies, 41-46.
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concerning the abode o f dead souls or any subterranean region(s). Furthermore, it
should be noted that unlike the previous cases, in vs. 22 the term Sheol is without the
directive H t. However, it is preceded by the preposition I P which, in the given
context, plays an important explanatory role. The proposition I P (“as far as,” “even
to,” “until,” etc.) functions as the gamut, beginning with the distance from, the
advance toward, and the movement up to. It is used spatially, temporally, and
comparatively.1 In vs. 22, especially strong is a spatial dimension which indicates that
Yahweh’s judgment will reach even the lowest geographical location, namely, the
deepest grave. This is a picture o f the universality and totality o f Yahweh’s judgment
where nothing will be able to hide or escape.
Another important point to mention is that the text does not allude to any
particular individual’s life, death, grief, or burial. Instead it focuses on the
disobedient Israel, and the word Sheol is used in general terms in the setting of
Yahweh’s judgment. Finally, Moses is discussing neither the issue o f life after
death nor the state o f the righteous or the wicked dead, but specifies the cosmological
dimensions o f Yahweh’s sweeping destruction. The term Sheol in Deut 32:22 means
rj

simply a deep grave and nothing more. Whether one argues for “the depth o f Sheol”

UHP,” BDB, 723-725; Lucerne Haag, “"TP,” TDOT, 10:456-462; Carl
Schultz, “"IP,” TWOT, 2:1565-1566.
2Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol” 130; Francis D. Nichol, ed., “The
Fifth Book o f Moses Called Deuteronomy,” The Seventh-day Adventist Bible
Commentary: The Holy Bible with Exegetical and Expository Comment (SDABC), 7
vols., rev. ed. (Washington, DC: Review & Herald, 1976-80), 1:1070; Andrew D. H.
Mayes, Deuteronomy: Based on the Revised Standard Version, The New Century
Bible Commentary (NCBC) (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1981), 389.
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or “Sheol beneath” does not change anything, for a grave is a grave.
By briefly summarizing the studied passages, the following conclusion can be
drawn, thus demonstrating the sufficiency o f the Scripture to explain the term Sheol
by itself:
1. The direction to Sheol is downward.
2. Its location is in the earth.
3. Its nature points to the state o f the dead and the grave is a concrete evidence o f it.
4. Its relation—it is never once connected with the living, except by contrast (Deut
30:15,19). The living on this earth mourn for the dead in Sheol (Gen 37:34, 35),
sorrow (Gen 42:38), and fear (Num 16:27-34).
5. It is associated with death and punishment (Num 16:30).
6. Its analogy points to a pit, the grave, or simply the place o f the dead (Gen 37:
22-29).

Discussion and Synthesis
Nature o f b w n
In order to grasp the nature of Sheol and ultimately its significance in the
Torah, it is necessary to synthesize the material discussed by asking the question,
“What is the nature o f^iK O ?” The researched terminology and parallel vocabulary,
specific formulas and allusions, intertextual bridges, and the Scriptural description
concerning human nature in life and in death provide clear insights and meaning as to
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the nature of the term Sheol.1
The verb T T is used six times to point out the direction to Sheol as being
down or beneath.2 Sheol is located in the earth and is equivalent to the grave. In
contrast to the dead, the living on this earth mourn for the dead in Sheol (Gen 37:35);
they sorrow (Gen 42:38), fear, and experience shock (Num 16:34).
Concerning the nature o f Sheol, it stands for the present state of death
or the state of the dead, o f which the grave is tangible physical evidence.3 Jacob
believed that his son was dead. Thus, being overwhelmed by intense, heartbreaking
grief, Jacob expresses the desire to “go down” to his son, which implies that the
sorrow would cause his death and that he would rather die and be buried next to him
than to live. Sheol is never linked with life or the living. Though occasionally in the
Hebrew Bible it may be personified and depicted as acting and its dead speaking, as
sometimes lifeless things are impersonated, especially ground/earth, trees, etc.,4

‘For insightful and profitable information on the question see Niels-Erik A.
Andreasen, “Death: Origin, Nature, and Final Eradication,” in Handbook o f Seventh day Adventist Theology: Commentary Reference Series (Hagerstown, MD: Review
and Herald, 2000), 12:314-346.
2Gen 37:37; 42:38; 44:29:31; Num 16:30,33. It should be recalled that the
first six references to Sheol in the Torah are found in prose contexts. The last
reference in Deut 32:22 is written in poetry and a highly figurative language and is
coupled with a qualifying component (fTRnn). However, none o f the references
mentioning Sheol in the Torah contains such highly figurative descriptive elements as
are found in the Prophets or in the Writings.
3Ethelbert W. Bullinger, “Hell,” Figures o f Speech Used in the Bible,
Explained and Illustrated (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), 367-370; also 861-869.
4Compare Num 16:30-33; 26:10; Deut 11:6; Ps 106:17; Isa 5:14; 14:1-11;
Ezek 31:1-18; 32:21,27, with Judg 9:7-21.
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however, in the Torah Sheol is exclusively connected with the dead.1
Some of the most essential characteristics of Sheol are its association with
"113 (“pit”), HDIK (“ground”), f3K (“earth”), and "IDS? (“dust”), which allude to
the grave, total dissolution of body, and total termination o f any kind o f existence.
The nature of Sheol in the Torah is far from being as explicit as many scholars
assert, namely, that it is exclusively the abode of the wicked. On the contrary, both
the righteous like Jacob (Gen 37:35) and the wicked like Korah, Dathan, and Abiram
(Num 16:30-33) go there; therefore, it is better to understand Sheol as referring
primarily to the grave. In brief, Sheol as established in the Torah is the place where all
the dead are gathered without distinction: both the righteous and the wicked, the
young and the old (Qoh 9:2-7,10). Furthermore, when a patriarch died he was
“gathered unto his fathers” (Gen 15:8,17; 35:29; 49:29, etc.), or to put it differently,
was buried as his fathers were buried, without any allusion to the continued existence
of their souls.
Sheol in the Torah has nothing to do with the theologically questionable
designations and theories o f a mysterious “underworld,” “place of departed spirits,” or
“the abode o f the dead.” Scholars too often presuppose the terms or expressions from
the very outset and then build a corresponding case. For instance, the English word
“abode” is a technical term and applicable only to the living and has nothing to do

!Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,31; Num 16:30, 33.
2Robert B. Girdlestone, Synonyms o f the Old Testament (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1948), 283.
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with the dead.1 Similarly, the words “underworld” and “netherworld” have been
presented as the place of some kind of existence, which contradicts their basic
meanings.

"7

None of them exist in the Hebrew Scripture as such, as was explained

above with the term n n fl. Consequently, the nature o f Sheol in the Torah, in its
narrow or broader contexts, does not support the teaching that the body goes to the
grave and the soul goes to Sheol or heaven.
Finally, the Torah alludes to the nature o f Sheol as unprotected and vulnerable.
For instance, in Deut 32:22 Moses describes Yahweh’s anger which “bums to the
depth of Sheol,” thus demonstrating Yahweh’s superiority over the deepest grave and
at the same time exposing the weakness o f its nature. As a mortal man has only one
option to live between birth and death, so Sheol have its starting point and its end.
However, in the Torah there are no explicit references concerning destruction o f
Sheol/grave or how long it will preserve its nature and dominion over the dead. These
eschatological aspects will be discussed in the next two chapters.

Function of

:

The purpose o f this section is to synthesize and summarize the main aspects o f
the function o f b w 0 in light of the conclusions made concerning the nature o f the
term in the Torah as discussed in the previous segment. In fact, the function o f the

iBuilin.ger, “Hell,” 368; Robert K. Barnhart, ed., The World Book Dictionary, 2
vols. (Chicago, IL: World Books, 1995), s.v. “Abode.”
2Bamhart, The World Book Dictionary, s.v. “Nether world” and “Underworld.”
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term h i m springs directly out of its nature and character.
One o f its functions is termination of man’s agonizing grief and suffering. For
Jacob, the loss of his beloved son Joseph is real and therefore his grief is genuine
(Gen 37:35). “Going down” to Sheol would put an end to Jacob’s suffering. The
same actual anguish for Joseph and projected heartache for Benjamin are emphasized
in Gen 42:38, and the same motif is reiterated in Gen 44:29-34 by Judah.
Sheol also functions as the tool of punishment.1 In Num 16:25-35 the
following pattern can be found: (1) accusation, (2) proclamation o f judgment, and (3)
execution o f judgment, which is followed by public reaction. The unit not only
describes the rebellion o f Korah and his followers but also presents a prototype o f the
suddenness, totality, and finality o f their destruction.

In vss. 30-33 various

interchangeable elements o f personification are used, such as ground/earth, which
“opens its mouth,” “swallows them up,” and then “covers them up.” These concise
phrases point to the specific aspects o f the function of Sheol in times ofYahweh’s
active intervention and judgments, that is, their burial alive in the grave.
The function of Sheol is limited. In highly graphic language Moses describes
the universality ofYahweh’s burning anger against His disloyal people, so that even
the deepest Sheol is powerless to stand against Yahweh’s might and protect her dead
ones (Deut 32:22).
The term Sheol is employed to emphasize the contrast existing between the
state o f “the dead and the living.”2 Not even once is Sheol associated with the living,

!1 Kgs 2 :6 ,9; Job 24:19; Ps 9:17, etc.
2Num 16:46; Deut 30:15,19; 1 Sam 2:6; Acts 10:42; 2 Tim 4:1; 1 Pet 4:5.
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other than by contrast. Moreover, when Moses calls “heaven and earth as witnesses”
to testily on behalf o f the Lord, he never mentions Sheol or “the realm of the dead.”1
Another function o f Sheol calls attention to its antithetical aspect which
ij

characterizes it as cosmologically opposite to heaven. The formulaic expression

rvnnn

btetins

(Deut 32:22) forms the strongest contrast to heaven. However, it

is impossible to make any definite observation from the expression as to some existing
subterranean region or underworld where the departed souls continue their miserable
existence.
Finally, its theological and historical dimensions illustrate that Sheol functions
only temporarily. It will suffice to say that Sheol started to operate when, through the
disobedience of two individuals, sin claimed dominion over the whole human family.
From that moment on, death and Sheol exercise their power over all the living (Gen
3). However, the key to Sheol’s total destruction is found in the restoration promises
of the Scripture.3

Purpose of^lK ©
The purpose o f Sheol is deeply integrated with its nature and function. In
order to discover it in the Torah, the last section o f this chapter focuses on the
question, “Why is the term

employed by the author?”

‘See Deut 4:26; 30:19; 31:28; 32:1.
2Compare Deut 32:22; Job 11:8; Ps 139:8; Isa 57:9; Amos 9:2.
3Deut 32:29; 1 Sam 2:6; 1 Kgs 17:22; Job 14:12; 19:25-27; Pss 1:6; 16:10;
17:15; 49:15; 71:20; 73:24; 88:10; Isa 25:8; 26:14,19; 53:11; Ezek 37:10; Dan 12:2;
Hos 6:2.
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One o f the main intentions o f the employment o f the term Sheol is to remind us
that by nature man is mortal, and that is true in regard to all human beings. It is
obvious that the author’s intent was not to provide a detailed description o f the nature,
function, and purpose o f Sheol/grave in the Torah. However, the usage o f highly
figurative language and imagery in the case o f the death of Korah and the others in
Num 16 clearly indicates that after death, while being in Sheol, a person has no second
opportunity to change one’s destiny.
Death, both of the righteous and the wicked, is followed by the grave, Sheol.
However, the author goes a little further and alludes to the logical conclusion of this
observation. If death is the end, then the grave puts down and brings to rest some of
the most violent actions against Yahweh by human beings (Num 16). The striking and
refreshing effect o f this aspect in the emotion-filled report o f the death o f Korah and
all those who dare to stand against Yahveh finds its renewed authority in the number
of parallel references.
Sheol is the great leveler; namely, it does not matter who was there—Jacob,
Joseph, Korah with all his followers; all those who lived once righteously or led a life
of rebellion by murmuring against Moses and Yahweh, or strove for dominance in
life—all went down to Sheol.
Its purpose is to point out that the place o f the dead, Sheol (grave, pit), is the
opposite to the land of the living in which alone the divine presence can be
experienced and its redemptive and life-giving opportunities are available. It means
that if one cannot live beyond the grave, the significance o f human life as such must
be explored for its true and lasting meaning.
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Another important aspect o f its purpose is to point out that Yahweh is the One
who indicts and judges. He is able to remove the people who are too wise in their
own eyes. It is clear that this is Yahweh’s great reckoning with all who “in the land of
the living,” declare themselves to be “god” and scorn “the Rock o f salvation.”1
Against this background Yahweh addresses the display of the disobedience of the
people o f Israel, which in their days dared to defy Yahweh’s sovereignty (Deut 32).
The indictment and judgment by Yahweh echo with the dreadful inevitability o f the
unavoidable destruction that makes up the covenant curses (Deut 32:22-24).
The judgment pronounced over the living always leaves open the option o f
discerning evil and turning away from it. Therefore, the author’s description o f the
death ofKorah and his group contains a somber note o f warning. “These are the same
Dathan and Abiram, chosen from the congregation, who rebelled against Moses and
Aaron in the company ofKorah, when they contended against the LORD; and the
earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up along with Korah, when that company
died, when the fire devoured two hundred and fifty men; 02*? TH8) (“and they
became a warning sign”).2 The meaning o f the word 03 (“signal pole,” “sign”) is that
of conspicuousness, in order to attract attention and constitute a warning. At the same
time Yahweh in His judgment bestows saving terror on those who see it, in the hope
that they will awake and start to fear Him and return to Him.

’Deut 32:15-29; Ps 52:5.
2Num 26:9,10. Compare with Ps 60:6, “You have set up a banner for those
who fear you.” Those who “fear” Yahweh will find protection from the attacks o f the
evil one, who is symbolized by the “bow.” The confidence o f the righteous lies in
Yahweh, who is the Divine Warrior. See also Isa 11:10.
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The reference to Sheol often serves as the affirmation of Yahweh’s sovereignty
as is seen from Korah’s and his followers’ descent to Sheol. The description of how
“Yahweh creates a creation . . (Num 16:30-33) emphasizes the degree and extent o f
His sovereignty, as does the “going down alive into Sheol.” In fact, it is a part o f the
background upon which trust and hope are established in Yahweh’s future actions.
Since Yahweh is the Creator o f everything He is also the Lord over human life
and history (Deut 10:17; 32:6). No person or nation is self-created. The people of
Yahweh, religious leaders, and nations draw their strength and energy from the
resources provided by Him and they receive their high status by divine appointment.
Yahweh not only holds the keys o f human history, but also He is in control o f the dead
in Sheol beneath. Like Moses’ contemporaries, the church must recognize the futility
of reliance on one’s own power, for its confidence should be rooted in God alone.
Sheol is not to be confused with such concepts as “abode” or “underworld,”
which scholars try to associate with continuous existence o f the departed spirits. It is
quite obvious that in the Torah Sheol is equivalent to the place of the dead and
contains no allusion to one’s after death survival in the grave in any form.
While evaluating the seven references to Sheol, the reader must remember that
the primary aim o f the term is not doctrinal, but experiential (Gen 3 2 ,42,44),
instructional (Num 16), and doxologica! (Deut 32). The author wants the reader to
understand the anguish and love o f Jacob towards his son Joseph, which is so deep
that he is ready to die, and at the same time by Korah’s tragic experience be warned o f
the dangers of rebellion against Yahweh. As another dimension o f the given
references, the author’s intention to inspire faithfulness in the hearts o f his people and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

75

later generations could be mentioned. It is crucially important to have an
understanding o f human responsibility before Yahweh and the far-reaching
consequences in the case o f the eventual termination of life, whether of the righteous
or the wicked.
Finally, although the seven references to Sheol in the Torah do not provide a
straightforward description o f a final eschatological judgment, or discuss the final
fiery retribution of the wicked or the reward o f resurrection o f the righteous from their
graves, some of them contain allusions to it and function as a prototype of the last
events, as, for example, Num 16. All o f these prophetic developments will be
discussed in other parts o f the Hebrew Scripture and find their fulfillment in later
days.1

Excursus 1
biiWD and Its Conceptual Links in the Torah
Introduction
It should be noted that the phrase in Gen 37:35

(“I will go

down to my son”) finds its counterpart in the biblical formulas that have different
wording but convey the same anthropological and theological reality.2 They contain
not only conceptual links but also form terminological bridges by employing various

!See especially Excursus 2 and 3 at the end of corresponding chapters.
2In table 2 are found the following four parallel terms expressing the same idea
as T P , namely, (1) ^|Srf (“go,” Isa 38:10; Qoh 9:10), (2) b m (“be low,” “sink,” Isa
57:9), (3) "Wii (“step,” “march,” Prov 5:5), and (4) DTO (“go down,” “descend,” Job
21:13). Other formulas containing the verb T T referring to the dead or grave will be
explored in the next two chapters.
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key terms, as will be seen below. Note in particular that such exact statements
as

^DXal (“gathered to his people”),1

to my people”), 2

^0X3 (“gathered

0D0X31 (“gathered to your people”),3 and

T jniiJC ^K ®pX3 (“gathered to their fathers”)4 are idioms of death and describe the
same reality as in Gen 37:35 where the term Sheol appears.5 Therefore, it is necessary
to investigate briefly some o f the main and parallel terminological and phraseological
references that are based on these and other specific governing words or phrases
which, after having been discovered and applied to the whole context o f the Torah,
will help to recognize their interrelatedness and clarify the major issues.

*]0X within Formula
Table 6 shows the usage of^OX (“gather,” “collect”)6 within the formula, its
variations,and its parallel vocabulary in the Torah where the term ^OX occurs twelve
times. It should also be noted that all of its occurrences appear in prose.

!Gen 25:8,17; 35:29; 49:33; Num 20:24, 26.
2Gen 49:29.
27:13; 31:2; Deut 32:50.
4Compare Gen 15:15; 1 Chr 17:11 with Judg 2:10; 2 Kgs 22:29; 2 Cfar 34:28.
H. Wheeler Robinson, Corporate Personality in Ancient Israel (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1964), 2-4.
5See Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, 186-188.
^ e discussion on the term ^OX will be continued in Excursus 2 and 3, which
are at the end of chapters 2 and 3.
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TABLE 6
UASGE OF %)m WITHIN THE FORMULA, ITS VARIATIONS, AND ITS
PARALLEL TERMINOLOGY

No.
1

Texts
Gen 25:8

2

Gen 25:17

Formula
Formula
r m * V IVXT•—
cT
rTrTa :K- n m
TST- p iV
-S'-i
and was gathered to his people
and Abraham breathed his
last and died
n»*i
~ V m1Vm —
t t- mj-an
IT

IT

XT •

and was gathered to his people
3

Gen 35:29

vw
m
IT“' b KV mIVX
T•*“
and was gathered to his people

4

Gen 49:29

9r
at a i•:r i?xv ■>
vm

he breathed his last and died
nia9i
t t- Iprop
<t : ’ .snasi
-r and Isaac breathed his last
and died

n/asi*
p

I am to be gathered to my
people
n a iH
m
sna*i
hTn m1 /m
“ wV m1VX
T*—
: •- v X
v: V“
and he drew up [gathered] his
and was gathered to his people
feet and breathed his last
r ip y - h x p n K
let Aaron be gathered to his
people
*]wp p p m
IT t"
bury me with (to) my fathers

5

Gen 49:33

6

Num 20:24

7

Num 20:26

IT

X-

and he shall die there and Aaron shall be gathered
8

9

10

Num 27:13

p n x ^ o jo i t o o
as your brother Aaron was
gathered

you shall be gathered to your
people

Num 31:2

Deut 32:50

you shall be gathered to your
people
p n y h n ^OKrn
i n sT n m
and shall be gathered to your
you shall die on the mountain
people
p m n f r i^ o
r a jr~ S KV m1Vm
T

.IT

XT • —

and was gathered to his people

as Aaron died
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Additional Terminology
In order to better understand the main concepts and elements of importance
and their inner relationship and explanatory functions, table 7 presents additional
parallel key terminology relevant to the current subject.

TABLE 7
ADDITIONAL PARALLEL TERMINOLOGY RELATING TO DEATH

Texts
Gen 3 :19

Terminology of Death
Terminology o f Death
r t D l K n - b x
nnx
T “ i dJ T Ti t ' s•
T T
v
1: i < far you are dust until you return to the ground
i

»

T

\TT

V :

and to dust you shall return
Tprpx-bx K inn
riDiD n y t a: -av +pr n•
you shall be buried in a good old age
you shall go to your fathers
omnpa
nmapi
•t o ic d p •’ra D w i;
% 1: •
•
: ” Is
bury me in their burial place
when I lie down with my fathers
T nix'D P 2 2 m
you will lie down with your
fathers

Gen 15:15

it

Gen 47:30

t

at

Deut 31:16

t

st

Summary of the Key Vocabulary
The key vocabulary as presented in tables 6 and 7 consists of seven verbs and
I

five nouns. The Niphal of the verb

(“to be gathered”)

usually has a passive

Verbs: ^OK, TO, m O ,"n p , 2W, K13, 2D0. Nouns:
HOIK, D m IYQX.
t

t

.

-

=■

T

2Gen 25:8,17; 35:29; 49:29,33; Num 20:24,26; 27:13; 31:2; Deut 32:50, etc.
For an interesting analysis o f the term, variations o f the formula, and its interpretation
see Bern Alfrink, “L’Expression V Q T b K * ) 0 X 3 OTS 5 (1948): 118-131. The same
view is shared by Hamilton, Genesis 18-50, 689; Milgrom, Numbers 1J7DJ, 169,
170,407.
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meaning. As can be seen from table 6, ^OK stands side by side with such parallel
key words as TOD (“die,” “kill/56 times),1 5713 (“be dead,” “die,” “perish,” “give up
the ghost,” 4 times),2 and “Q p (“bury,” once),3 which strongly suggests that the
phrase “to be gathered” is another way to express “to be buried.” Table 7 contains
three more verbs, 2 W (“return”), K13 (“go,” “come,” “enter”), and 2 2 $ (“lie
down”), all o f which in specific settings pertain to the concept o f death and burial. In
the context o f the family grave, such expressions as “to go down to,” “to go to,” “to be
gathered to,” and “to lie down with” clearly allude to death including all its aspects,
whereas the phrases “to my/your fathers,” “to my/his/your people,” or “to my son”
refer to the grave, dust, and are equal to the qualitative formula given by Yahweh, “for
dust you are,” and “to dust you will return” (Gen 3:19). Thus, to “be gathered to” or
“go down to” one’s “people,” “fathers,” or “son” who are “dust” means to become
dust, respectively, to be dead and buried next to one’s ancestors. According to
Westermann, the phrase OrnilK FID®) 5713*1 (“Abraham breathed his last and
died”) describes a process, the gradual passing away, and TQ1T'b K

(“and

For an elaborate study o f the term HID and its derivatives, see Turku K.-J.
lllman and Bonn H.-J. Fabry, “DID,” TDOT, 8:185-209; Karf-Johan Illman, Old
Testament Formulas about Death (Abo, [Finland]: Abo Akademi Forskningssinstitat,
1979).
a

Compare with Gen 6:17 where the verb 5713 also describes dying. Tromp,
Primitive Conceptions, 88,150; Harold G. Stigers, “5713,” TWOT, 1:155.
*5

Altogether the verb is used 132 times, always of human burial. Laird R.
Harris, ““O p ,” TWOT, 2:784.
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was gathered to his people”) means that he is dead, buried, and numbered among the
dead.1

Specifics of Jacob’s Death
A very strong statement o f Jacob’s specified wish, which serves as a
foundation for Joseph’s future action and its positive outcome, is found in Gen 47:30.
It provides the reader with insightful information in relation to the current issue. The
verse starts with a protasis o f a condition, ’,rDK"DI? ‘,FD2j2h (“when I lie down with
my fathers”), that is when I am dead, which is followed by the apodosis, a positive
command O’HSQQ

(“cany me out of Egypt”)2 that leads to the desired

culmination, namely, O rn^pS ''J fn ilp l (“and bury me in their burial place”).3
These three clauses are not only parallel but also sequential. The verb X31D (“lie
down”) 4 is parallel to "Oj? (“bury”), and T p X 'D l) (“with my fathers”) is parallel
1
Westermann, Genesis 12-36,397. The phrase is also used to describe the
death of Ishmael (Gen 25:17), and Isaac (Gen 35:29), and relates to Jacob’s death
(Gen 49:33). Countless examples could be quoted from today’s conversational
European languages (Latvian, Lithuanian, Russian, Polish, German, etc.), where “to be
gathered to his fathers” or especially “to go to one’s fathers” means simply “to die” or
“to be buried” and nothing more.
2It is the opposite of Jacob’s request o f vs. 29, D'H3§Q3 ‘’TTppfl
(“Do not bury me in Egypt”).
3For a discussion of “in their grave,” see Westermann, Genesis 37-50,183.
4See Gen 47:30; Deut 31:16. The verb “lie down” occurs 40 times (mostly in
1,2 Kings and 2 Chronicles).
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to Drrap? (“in their burial place,” or “in their grave”)1which leads to the three
main questions: “How?” “Where?” and “When?”

How?
A partial answer to the question “How” is provided in Gen 49:33, which
contains two parallel idiomatic expressions describing Jacob’s death: vbun ®]bK91
\

(Qal, “and he drew up [gathered] his feet”) and 1712*1 (“and breathed his last”), which
are followed by 1*1217'

1 (Nif., “and was gathered to his people”). Jacob is

ready to die and that is why he draws (gathers) his feet into his bed (compare with Gen
48:2). In spite o f the fact that the phrase 1*^31 ^OK*! as a hapax legomenon occurs
only once in the Hebrew Scripture, it contains a “formula for dying.”2 The second
expression “and was gathered to his people” means that Jacob was dead, like his
people who had died before.

Where?
According to R. De Vaux, the expression “to be gathered (united) to one’s
fathers”3 or “to sleep with one’s fathers” in the days o f the patriarchs referred to the

£Gen 47:30; Deut 34:6; 2 Kgs 9:28; 21:26; 23:30; Ezek 32:23-24.
2Patricia A. Robinson, “To Stretch out the Feet: A Formula for Death in the
Testaments o f the Twelve Patriarchs,” JBL 97 (September 1978): 369-374.
For the negative expression “shall not be gathered” or “buried” see Jer 8:1 and
25:33; Ezek 29:5.
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family tomb, but later related to death and the blood ties which reached beyond the
grave.1
Consequently, both Jacob and Joseph died in Egypt. Both were embalmed in
Egypt, but they were not buried there. They were buried in the land which God had
promised to their descendents. Jacob was buried in Hebron, in the field which
Abraham had bought from Ephron the Hittite,2 and Joseph—the bones of whom
Moses took with him to Palestine—was buried at Shechem in the spot o f ground
bought by Jacob.3
The presence o f their graves in the land o f promise, where the tombs of

^ ee also 2 Sam 21:13; 1 Chr 10:12; Roland De Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life
and Institutions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 56-64; Eric M. Meyers, Jewish
Ossuaries: Reburial and Rebirth (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1971), 12-16;
Shmuel Yeivin, “The Sepulchers o f the Kings o f the House o f David,” JNES 7 (1948):
30-45; Erik J. Smit, “Death and Burial Formulas in Kings and Chronicles Relating to
the Kings of Judah,” in Proceedings o f the Ninth Meeting o f Die Ou-Testamentiese
Werkgemeenskap in Suid-Ajrika Held at the University o f Stellenbosch 26th-29th July
1966, and Proceedings o f the Second Meeting o f Die Nuwe- Testamentiese
Werkgemeenskap van Suid-Ajrika Held at the University o f Stellenbosch 22nd-25th
July 1966 (Potchefstroom, 1966), 177-183; William I. Reed, “Burial,” IDS, 1:474476.
2Gen 23:16; 49:29-32; 50:13. Abraham bought the cave o f Machpelah for the
burial of Sarah (Gen 23:9 ,17,19). Later Abraham himself (Gen 25:9,10), Isaac,
Rebecca, Jacob, and Leah were buried there (Gen 49:29-32; 50:13). It was natural for
a man to be buried in the tomb o f Ms father (Judg 8:32; 16:31; 2 Sam 2:32; 17:23).
Moses, Aaron, and Rachel are buried elsewhere. See also Josh 24:32. To be buried
in a family tomb is not only a clearly stated desire but also a special privilege (Judg
8:32; 2 Sam 19:38, etc.), while failure “to be buried with one’s fathers” is considered
as a disaster (Jer 8:1; 22:18). Max Wilcox, “The Bones o f Joseph: Hebrews 11:22,” in
Scripture: Meaning and Method; Essays Presented to Anthony Tyrrell Hanson fo r His
Seventieth Birthday (Hull, England: Hull University Press, 1987), 114-130.
Jf of further discussion see George R. Wright, “Grave under the Tree by the
Omphalos at Shechem,” VT22 (1972): 477-486; Jason S. Bray, “Genesis 23—A
Priestly Paradigm for Burial,” JSOT 60 (1993): 69-73; Earl Richard, “The Polemical
Character o f the Joseph Episode in Acts I f JBL 98, no. 2 (1979): 255-267.
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Abraham and Isaac were already, emphasized the major truth that in spite of the fact
that they had to die in Egypt, they died in faith.1 The faith of patriarchs was rooted in
the trust that God’s plans were indestructible, and that the promises were being
worked out under His providence. It should be pointed out that the patriarchs’ faith is
associated not only with receiving o f blessings but also with burial in the Promised
Land. When Jacob as a sojourner understood that he would soon die, he focused on
the eschatological dimension through the exercise o f faith in the awareness o f the
promises of God (Gen 47:29-31; 48; 49). Burial in Canaan was an expression o f trust
in the promise o f possession of the land in the nearby future (Gen 28:4; 50:24,25).

When?
It is impossible to emphasize too strongly the fact that Joseph was “gathered to
his fathers” only after centuries had passed and the second burial could take place.
The Scripture contains nothing that would suggest or imply some kind o f shadowy
existence o f the patriarchs immediately after their death or reburial. Moreover, this
Hebrew custom o f collecting the bones from the former burial places is in harmony

lHeb 11:13 shows that faith was the fixed principle by which the patriarchs
lived and died. The fixture eschatological aspect o f the blessing o f Jacob is
emphasized in Gen 27:29,37. When Isaac pronounced the blessing upon Jacob, the
promises made to Abraham were rekindled concerning the future. Thus, the
patriarchs’ decisions and actions served as an indicator o f their faith (Gen 28:4).
Though Joseph had achieved distinction and eminence in Egypt, his home was not
there. With the anticipation that only faith awards, he saw “things not seen” (Heb
11:1) as clearly as the things happening in his time and acted in response to them with
firm faith. In faith he saw that the anticipation o f the departure o f the Israelites from
Egypt was certain because it was fundamental to the consciousness and awareness of
the promise of possession o f the land (Gen 50:24-25). His focus on the future links
him to the other patriarchs by means o f faith. That is why he “made mention o f the
Exodus of the Israelites and gave instructions about his burial” (Heb 11:22).
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with the concept of Sheol, as it strongly emphasizes a connection which existed
between the safekeeping or gathering of the bones with the concept o f the individual
bodily resurrection.1

Scholarly Views
At one end of the spectrum are such scholars as I. Cornelius and A. Hill who
suggest that the phrase “to be gathered” refers to “burial” and nothing more.2 B.
Levine sees in it several meanings, such as “being buried,” “being brought to the
family grave,” or “resting with ancestors in Sheol.”3 W. Kaiser presents his argument
in the following way:
Actually, the expression “he was gathered to his people” or “he went to his
fathers” cannot mean that he was buried with his relatives and ancestors. In
Genesis 25:8-9 such an analysis is impossible, because we know that none of
Abraham’s kin, except his wife, was buried at the cave o f Machpelah.. . . The
event o f being “gathered to one’s people” is always distinguished from the act o f
burial, which is described separately (Gen 25:8-9; 35:29; 49:29,31,33). In many
cases only one ancestor was in the tomb (1 Kings 11:43; 22:40) or none at all
'When Jesus quotes Exod 3:6, “I am the God o f Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God o f Jacob,” and then adds an explanation that “He is not God o f the dead,
but o f the living” (Matt 22:32), He suggests that one day the patriarchs will be
resurrected in order to inherit the transcendent promises that God had spoken to them.
Furthermore, Ezekiel’s eschatological vision about the resuscitation o f the dry bones
reveals a powerful truth, namely, there is hope beyond the grave and there is life after
death. Only Yahweh has the power o f resurrection and only He can bring back to life
the dry bones lying in Sheol (Ezek 37). Donald A. Hagner, Hebrews, NIBC
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), 194,195; Frederick F. Bruce, The Book o f the
Acts, The New International Commentary o f the New Testament (NICNT) (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 136,137; Levy Y. Rahmani, “A Jewish Tomb on Shahin
Hill, Jerusalem,” Israel Exploration Journal (IEJ) 8 (1958): 101-105.
2Izak Cornelius, Andrew E. Hill, and Cleon L. Rogers, Jr., Mt]pK,” NIDOTTE,
1:470. In Judg 2:10, “the whole generation was gathered to their fathers.” Compare
the formula so often found in 2 Kgs, “I will gather you to your fathers” with “you shall
be gathered to your grave in peace” (2 Cfar 34:28).
3Levine, Numbers 1-20, AB, 494.
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(Deut 31:16; 1 Kings 2:10; 16:28; 2 Kings 21:18), so that “gathered to one’s
people” could not mean being laid in the family sepulcher. Readers of the text
should not infer something special from the use of Sheol in some of these texts. In
every one o f the sixty-five instances of Sheol in the Old Testament, it refers simply
to ‘the grave,’ not to the shadowy region of the underworld.1
In spite o f the fact that none o f these idioms contains the slightest allusion to
any kind of existence after death, there are many commentators who imagine it and
describe it. Thus, at the other end o f the spectrum, though it is difficult to understand,
are such scholars as B. Jacob, who has a diametrically opposite view. He finds in
these formulas “a reunion o f the soul, of the transfigured personality, with the souls of
the ancestors.”2 C. Keil and F. Delitzsch write about “the reunion in Sheol with
friends who have gone before, and therefore presuppose faith in the personal
continuance o f man after death.”3

nmK andnar
T

T

T

T

In order to clarify the issues under scrutiny even more it is indispensable to
exegete the key text, Gen 3:19, which, as it will be demonstrated below, contains
theological and anthropological rationale for human death and helps to clarify the

'Walter C. Kaiser, Peter H. Davids, Frederick F. Bruce, Manfred T. Brauch,
ed., Hard Sayings o f the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 127-129.
2Benno Jacob, The First Book o f the Bible: Genesis (New York: KTAV, 1974),
165. J. Milgrom accepts the view o f B. Alfiink concerning the formula “to be
gathered to.” As a result he comes to the conclusion that the Torah speaks about three
stages of the patriarchs’ death: (1) they die, (2) they are “gathered,” meaning “the act
that takes place after dying but before burial. Thus it can neither mean to die nor to be
buried in the family tomb. Rather, it means ‘be reunited with one’s ancestors’ and
refers to the afterlife in Sheol,” and (3) they are buried. See Milgrom, Numbers
72 1 0 3 ,169,170,407; Alfrink, “L’Expression r r t
” OTS, 118-131.
3Keil and Delitzsch, The Pentateuch, 1:263.
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nature and function o f Sheol. The verse is verbally linked to Gen 2:7 and alludes to
the fulfillment o f the words of Gen 2:17. The idea that a human is only dust is echoed
in various passages of the Scripture. For instance, the term IQ S (“dust,” “earth,”
“ashes”) occurs twice in Gen 3:19, and twelve times1 it is used to describe the quality
or material from which the human body is formed and the original state to which it
will return (2 W ). The verb 2 W plays an important role in the context o f death and
life. For instance, 2 Sam 12:23 speaks about returning from death to life, namely,
(“Can I bring him back again?”), and Qoh 12:7 underlines the
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2W'1 (“and the dust will return to the earth as it
5

T{

N

was”). These and many other passages make it clear why the dead can be equated
with dust.
It should be noted that at least in ten cases the I S P o f the earth corresponds to
the grave.2 Moreover, “ISP functions as a typical element o f blK® and is equivalent

JGen 2:7; 3:19 (twice); Job 4:19; 8:19; 10:9; 34:15; Pss 103:14; 104:29; Qoh
3:20 (twice); 12:7.
2Job 7:21; 17:16; 20:11; 21:26; Pss 7:6; 22:16, 30; 30:10; Isa 26:19; Dan 12:2.
G. Fohrer points out that “Erst durch die Inbeziehungsetzung des Toten zum Erdreich
mittels bestimmter Verben (sich legen, liegen, ruhen, schlafen, hinlegen) wird dessen
Bedeutung als Grab oder Unterwelt hergestellt” (“Only by establishing the inner
relationship o f the dead to the earth by means o f certain verbs [He down, lie, rest,
sleep, lie down] its meaning as grave or underworld will be determined”). For
insightful thoughts see Georg Fohrer, Das Buck Hiob, Kommentar zum Alten
Testament (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1988), 319-320; Gerhard F. Basel,
“Resurrection in the Theology o f Old Testament Apocalyptic,” Z4 IF 92, no.2 (1980):
267-284; GuntherWanke, “IQJ?,” Theologisches Handworterbuch zum Alten
Testament (THAT), ed. E. Jenni and C. Westermann, 2 vols. (Munich: Kaiser, 19711979), 2:354-355; Roy E. Hayde, ““ISU,” NIDOTTE, 5:472-473; Berlin L. Wachter,
“"ISS ,” TDOT, 11:257-265.
T

T
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with it in Job 17:16 and as its synonym "IDl? is found in Job 20:11; 21:26; Ps 30:10.*
This may also be mentioned as an illustration o f metonymy in Hebrew thought.
The term HD1K (“ground”)2 occurs in Dan 12:2 and is parallel with ")DP.
N. Ridderbos, N. Tromp, J. Collins, and others come to the conclusion that the
expression ID P T ID IK (“the dust of the earth”) signifies “netherworld” or blK ti.3 It
is significant to note that Dan 12:2 echoes Gen 2:7 and 3:19 where the two terms are
employed side by side and present the origin of this metaphorical image. However,
the terms "IDS? and HQ1K are also used in other combinations as symbols to
T

T

T

T

*

represent the grave or its dead.4 The fact that in the Hebrew Scripture Sheol is often

1H. N. Ridderbos points out that the term *~1D27 “den Staub der biX©
bedeutet.” See Nicolaas H. Ridderbos,
als Staub des Totenortes,” OTS, ed. P.
A. H. de Boer (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1948), 5:174-178; ““1DP,” BDB, 779-780.
2Gen 3:19; Num 16:30, 31,32. In Gen 3:17 the ground is cursed. It has
become the substance in which the dead are bedded down, that is, the dead sleep in
“the dust o f the earth” (Dan 12:2). To be blotted out from the nCHK means death
(Gen 6:7; 7:4,23). To be on the nD’lK means life (Exod 20:12; Deut 4:40; 30:20).
Josef G. Ploger, “HOIK,” TDOT, 1:88-98.
3Ridderbos writes: “Wir ziehen es vor, den Ausdruck aufzufassen als ‘das
Land des Staubes, d.h. Die SjeoF” (“We prefer to interpret the expression as ‘the land
of dust,’ i.e., Sheol”). Ridderbos, “IS P als Staub des Totenmortes,” 177; see also
Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 91; John J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the
Book o f Daniel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 392.
4Shemaryahu Talmon, “Double Readings in the Masoretic Text,” in Textus:
Annual o f the Hebrew University Bible Project, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1960),
144-184; Louis F. Hartman and Alexander A. Di Leila, The Book o f Daniel, AB, vol.
23 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1978), 307.
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called a “land,”1 but instead of H Q lit its synonym jHK (“earth,” “land”) is used for
its designation, will be discussed in the next chapter.

Key Vocabulary and Its Links
It is apparent that the key vocabulary and phraseology with their parallel and
interrelated terminology and intertextual relationships result in exposition of the
crucial term “TT, thus helping to clarify other vitally important issues which have
been investigated in this chapter in relation to the main theme. Now it is necessary to
emphasize the main features o f the given statements and to engage in a concluding
comparative summing-up o f the key terminology and phraseology referring directly or
indirectly to Sheol and their parallels in the context o f death in the whole Torah.
Consequently, the major key words and formulas form the following explicit links:
1. Structural. All formulas under scrutiny contain fixed order, namely,
verb —»preposition —* noun.
2. Verbal. Various verbs in different death-related formulas refer to dying and the
grave.
3. Prepositional. In all cases the preposition

(only in construct and almost

always with makkeph) signifies motion to a physical location, especially with the
verbs of movement such as T T , 210, K12, etc.2 The preposition D17 (“with,”

*Ezek 26:20; 31:14,16,18; 32:18,24; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 23-46.
2William Gesenius and Edward Robinson, Hebrew and English Lexicon o f the
Old Testament: Including Biblical Chaldee (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1882), 51.
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“together with,” “in the company of,” etc.), that is often used in such idioms as “he
slept with Ms fathers,” has the power of describing the common lot of mankind.1
4. Thematic. All expressions including their key terminology in one way or another
refer to death, burial, or the grave.
5. Intertextual. The intertextual study of the terminological and phraseological
elements reveals their interdependence and clarifies their nature and function.
Synthesis o f the explored elements yields the following formula: Death (verbs
o f movement—“go down,” “return,” “lie down,” etc.) —►Burial (preposition
expressing motion to a place) —*• Location (“grave,” “to (with) fathers,” “to (with)
people,” “to son,” “to Sheol,” etc.). Thus, the conclusion can be drawn that the phrase
“to go down to Sheol” (Gen 37:35) is used to describe death, burial (implied), and
location, as all the other related formulas do.

Intertextual Dependency
Exegetical arguments show that there is not only an intertextual dependency
among the key words and phrases dealing with the question o f Sheol in its direct
contexts, but that they also allude to and are interrelated and interconnected with the
first three chapters of Genesis (Gen 2:7,17, and 3:19), in wMch the main
anthropological and theological elements find their beginnings and explanation. The
interrelatedness and interdependence of these links demonstrate not only their
strength, but also show that the formulas under discussion are not left hanging in the

!It means he died in common with or like Ms fathers. See Gerard Van
Groningen, “DSJ,” TWOT, 2:676-677; “0 3 ,n BDB, 767,768; Horst D. Preuss,
em , M ,” TDOT, 1:449-463; Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, 146.
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air to be understood in isolation. In other words, they have a common starting
reference point.
9
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All these formulas by their nature are parallel/synonymous expressions. Such
common Hebrew figures of speech as to “go to” one’s fathers (Gen 15:15), “go down”
or “bring down” (Gen 37:35; 42:38, etc.), “to be gathered to” one’s people (Gen 25:8,
17; 35:29), “to be gathered to” one’s fathers (Judg 2:10), or “to lie down/sleep with”
one’s fathers (Gen 47:30; Deut 31:16; 2 Kgs 10:35, etc.) are used figuratively in the
given contexts. Therefore, to enforce upon them a literal meaning is a methodological
mistake that leads to wrong theological conclusions because they are ordinary Hebrew
euphemisms meaning simply “to die.” To imply from these expressions the
immortality o f the soul apart from the body is to misread the Scriptures. Such
central characters o f the Torah as Abraham,1Ishmaei,2 Isaac,3 Jacob,4 Joseph,5

’Gen 25:8; 26:18; John 8:52.
2Gen 25:17.
3Gen 35:29.
4Gen 49:29,33.
5Gen 50:24,26.
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1

"J

Moses, and Aaron eventually died without receiving the promise and were buried.

"4

The term “bury” or “be buried” emphasizes even more the view just expressed. All
the patriarchs were buried as their fathers had been buried and are resting in their
graves.

Anthropological Issues and Elements
Whatever the reasons are, it is no coincidence that by misreading and
misapplying the biblical text and its context, G. Driver comes to a strange and
paradoxical conclusion:
One o f the Psalmists seems to make clear what the ancient Hebrews thought when
a man was ‘gathered to his fathers’; for he says that, when a man dies, ‘his soul
shall go to the generation o f his father’ (Ps 49:19). In other words, firstly he
expires; then his soul or spirit, i. e., that part of him which is immortal, leaves this
world and ‘is gathered to his fathers’ in the world below, where his ancestors
already are; and lastly his body is consigned to a grave, commonly the ancestor
grave, in the world above.4
If according to G. Driver the soul is immortal, and the term n b m in Gen
37:35 describes the place where departed spirits or souls go, it shows how critically
important is the approach one uses for framing anthropological questions. In this

'Num 27:13; 31:2; Deut 32:50; Heb 10:28. The idiom “to be gathered to one’s
people” is made especially clear by the text itself in Deut 32:50.
2Num 20:24, 28; Deut 10:6; 32:50.
3Compare the following texts: Heb 11:10,13,39,40; Matt 16:27; 1 Thess
4:16,17; Col 3:3,4.
4Godfrey R. Driver, “Plurima Mortis Imago,” in Studies and Essays in Honor
o f Abraham A. Neuman, ed. Meir Ben-Horin, Bernard D. Weinryb, and Solomon
Zeitlin (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1962), 129-143.
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connection it is necessary to address the problem from another angle, that is, to briefly
explore some essential and crucial anthropological issues that would bring clarity
which comes from the biblical text itself. Amid an enormous conflict over one o f
the basic words of biblical anthropology, ©33, and the nature o f man, only the Hebrew
Scripture can serve as a standing ground from which to discern, accept, or reject the
major assumptions o f the day.

“Living Soul”
Gen 2:7 has documented the fact that after the man was formed, God breathed
into his nostrils the D^TI TOTO (“breath o f life”), and “the lifeless body became

n»n ©dA (“a living soul”) or a living being.”1The adjective HT!

means “alive”

and no more. The term ©S3 is related to the verbal root ©33
“to breathe,” “take
“ T
breath,” and metaphorically means “life” (Deut 24:6).
Unfortunately, various scholarly statements referring to Sheol repeatedly
demonstrate the fact,2 that the account of man’s creation has often been construed as
the infusion of a “soul” or some incorporeal, abstract, metaphysical, or spiritual
component into a human body. However, such an assumption contradicts the
foundational biblical text. There is no reference in the Hebrew Bible saying “that a

'Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book o f Genesis, 104-106. See Ezek 37:9-10,
the vision of dry bones where the slain are revived. Compare with Gen 7:22; Isa 2:22;
57:16; Job 27:3; 32:8; 33:4; 34:14. To have the “breath of life” means to be alive; to
be without it means to die (1 Kgs 17:17). For the Hebrew terms for four basic aspects
of human nature see Ralph L. Smith, Old Testament Theology: Its History, Method,
and Message (Nashville: Broadband and Holman, 1993), 264-272; Harold H. Rowley,
The Faith o f Israel: Aspects of Old Testament Thought (London: SCM, 1956), 150176.
2TMs issue will be addressed in the next three chapters.
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man was supplied with a nephesh,”1 but rather he is a ©S3 (“soul”), a person, or
individual.2 The usage of ©S3 for both man and animals (Gen 1:20,24, 30; 2:19;
7:21) confirms that there is nothing immortal in relation to it, or even pertaining to
*3

some mysterious higher functions.
Furthermore, neither the basic elements comprising man, nor the modus
operandi applied at Creation, as described in Gen 2:7, alludes to anything like a “soul”
1
*
Pedersen, Israel, 1:99-181. An excellent study o f the term ©S3 was done by
Claus Westermann, “©E)3,” Theological Lexicon o f the Old Testament (TLOT), 3
vols., ed. E. Jenni and Claus Westermann (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997), 2:743759; Pedersen, Israel, 1:99-l 81. See also Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26:
An Exegetical and Theological Exposition o f Holy Scripture, NAC, vol. 1 (Nashville:
Broadman & Holman, 1996), 197-199; Aubrey R. Johnson, The Vitality o f the
Individual in the Thought o f Ancient Israel (Cardiff: University o f Wales, 1949), 9,26.
2When Abraham left for Canaan he took “the souls ($S3JTTINfl) whom they
had acquired in Haran” (Gen 12:5). In Gen 14:21 the king of Sodom asks, “Give me
the souls (©S3H), but take the goods for yourself.” We read about “two souls”
(n©D3); “seventy souls” (Gen 46:27; Exod 1:5); “832 souls” (Jer 52:28). During a
census the main question is: How many souls are there? For other references see Gen
46:15, 18,22,25; Exod 12:16; Lev 27:2; Num 19:18; 35:10; Deut 24:7; 2 Kgs 12:5;
Judg 18:25; Isa 49:7; Ezek 18:4; Prov 28:17, etc. The blood is called nephesh in Lev
17:11.
Eichrodt points out, “The unhappy rendering o f the term by ‘soul’ opened the
door from the start to the Greek beliefs concerning the soul.” Walther Eichrodt,
Theology o f the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 2:135. The
traditional rendering o f ©S3 as “soul” often misleads the reader since the semantic
range of ©33 is much broader and various translations indicate extreme variations in
meaning. For instance, in the KJV ©S3 is translated as “soul” 428 times, “life” 119
times, “self’ 19 times, “person” 30 times, “heart” 15 times, “mind” 15 times,
“creature” 9 times, “dead” (body) 8 times, “body” 7 times, “desire” 5 times, “w ill” and
“pleasure” 4 times, “man” 3 times, “appetite,” “beast,” “ghost,” and “lust” 2 times.
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in the dualistic sense.1 E. Jacob emphasizes that “the text clearly affirms that the
nephesh is not given to man as a soul which might be considered as deposited in a
body, but as the final result o f divine activity which is a reality at once physical and
spiritual.”2 L. Coenen explains that “nephesh means the whole man, his total
existence, and it is the whole man that dies.” Hebrew Scripture strongly emphasizes
a person as a unified whole and it does not picture life or some kind of existence apart
from the body (Job: 26-27). It should also be noted that when Adam and Eve
committed their first sin, the whole person was involved (mind, body, spirit, soul, see
Gen 3), not just one part o f their nature, but the whole self was affected. And when a
man dies, the whole person dies.

“Dead Soul”
The idea becomes clearer when a “living soul” is contrasted with HD OEM (“a

According to the dualistic view, inner and relational life takes place within an
entity called “spirit” or “soul” and is immaterial in nature. It lives within the human
organism and is able to function independently from it; however, animals are
disadvantaged here. Dualism is generally coupled with the idea that a soul or spirit,
separated from man in death, continues to function perpetually, hence, “immortal
soul.” Concerning Greek dualistic philosophy and its influence on the biblical
interpretation o f the nature o f man, see Claude Tresmontant, Essai sur la pensee
hebraique (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1953); Oscar Cullmann, Immortality de Fame on
resurrection des marts? Le temoignage du Nouveau Testament (Paris: Delachaux &
Nlestld, 1956); compare Josef Scharbert, Fleisch, Geist und Seele im Pentateuch: Ein
Beitrag zur Anthropologie der Pentateuchqwllen (Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches
BibelWerk GmbH, 1966).
Edmond Jacob, Theology o f The Old Testament, trans. Arthur W. Heathcote
and Philip J. Allock (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1958), 159.
3Lothar Coenen, ‘Vexpo;,” The New International Dictionary o f New
Testament Theology (NIDNTT), ed. Colin Brown, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1971), 1:444.
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dead soul”) meaning a person, and not the soul o f the dead.1 It should be particularly
emphasized that often the Hebrew Bible designates the lifeless corpse simply by the
term ©S3,2 thus emphasizing the personal identity o f a dead individual, of one
who has died. This is also clearly seen from the explanatory and instructional
statements in Num 19:11,13, where the reference to the ©D3 o f the dead is employed
to denote the corpse in its totality,
*
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(“Anyone who touches a corpse [a dead person], the body o f a man who has died,”
v. 13). Concerning the 33133 o f the dead E. Jacob writes: “In the Bible 1003 ref. only
to the corpse prior to its final dissolution and while it still has distinguishing
features.”3
A “soul” is pronounced dead when its original union o f 0^9n 0 0 0 3 (“breath
of life”) and nOnXiT]Q ID l) (“dust of the ground”) is terminated. Unlike the word
n n (“spirit,” “breath”) which is applied to God, man, and animals, Gen 2:7 uses
HQTO as a special term for “breath”4 because it is man and man alone who is the

!Lev 21:11; Num 6:6; 19:13. See Edmond Jacob, Theology o f The Old
Testament, 161. It should be noted that “In the LXX, however, nekros is not
combined with psyche, soul. By thus accommodating the Gk. concept of a permanent
soul contrasted with a transient body (the soul does not die), the way was prepared for
the later infiltration o f the doctrine o f the soul’s immortality.” See Coenen, “vexpo^,”
NIDNTT, 1:444.
2Lev 19:28; 21:1; 22:4; Num 5:2; 6:11; 9 :6 ,7 ,10; Hag 2:13, etc.
3Edmond Jacob, “3303,” Theological Dictionary o f the New Testament
(TDNT), 10 vols., ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W.
Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 9:621.
4The term is used 25 times In the Hebrew Scripture: Gen 2:7; 7:22; Deut 10:7;
20:16; Josh 10:40; 11:11,14; 2 Sam 22:16; 1 Kgs 15:29; 17:17; Job 4:9; 26:4; 27:3;
32:8 33:4; 34:14; 36:4; 37:10; Pss 18:16; 150:6; Prov 20:27; Isa 2:22; 30:33; 42:5;
57:16.
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receiver o f the divine “breath o f life.” “Breath” is a metonymy, meaning “life.” The
breath o f God refers to the cause o f life, and

(“nostril”) is associated with the

“breath o f life” (Isa 2:22). To have the “breath o f life” or “breath” means to be alive
(Deut 20:16; Josh 10:40; Job 27:3); the absence o f it describes the dead (1 Kgs 17:17).
Thus, there are no grounds for reading into the text that something divine, immortal,
was imparted to man at his creation, which continues its existence after death in Sheol.
“And man became a living being” is the final result o f the two-stage act o f creation.
The Hebrew Scripture associates the D ^n nj3$3 (“breath o f life”) with the
O^n !Tn (“spirit [breath] o f life”). Qoh 12:7 reminds us that when the life force,
the ITT) (“spirit”) goes out, that is, “returns to God,”1man becomes a lifeless
corpse. The term iTH occurs 379 times in the Hebrew Bible,2 and not even once
does it denote “an intelligent entity capable o f existence apart from the physical body,
so far as man is concerned.”3 L. Bailey asserts that “there is no hint, in this idea o f a
6return to God,’ o f the later concept o f a ‘soul ’ which includes memory and
personality.”4 Indeed, there is no text in the Hebrew Scripture where the ©S3 o f the
!Gen 35:18; 1 Kgs 17:17; 19:4; Job 34:14; Qoh 12:7; Pss 104:29; 146:4; Lam
2:12; etc.
2Compare Gen 2:7 with 6:15-22; Job 9:18; 19:17; 27:3; 33:4; Isa 42:5; 57:16.
The basic meanings offTH are: “wind,” “breath,” and “spirit.” Total occurrences are
379 times; about 113 times it refers to “wind”; 136 times to “the Spirit of God”; and
130 times to “human spirit,” and other uses. Rainer Albertz and Claus Westerniann,
Tin,”TLOT, 3:1202-1220. See also Norman H. Snaith, The Distinctive Ideas o f the
Old Testament (London: Epworth, 1944), 143-158.
3Theodonis C. Vriezen, An Outline o f Old Testament Theology, 2nd ed.
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970), 406-407.
4Bailey, Biblical Perspectives on Death, 41-47.
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dead body separates itself from the corpse in order to continue its existence
in Sheol. Moreover, such a phrase as “immortal soul” is nonexistent in the
Hebrew Bible, since “immortal” is only that which never dies. Though “dead souls”
were never a part o f God’s original plan, biblical information concerning the process
of dying and its consequences clearly contradicts dualistic thinking.

Gen 3:19—the Reversal of Gen 2:7
Biblical terminology found in Gen 3:19 describes death as a reversal process of
Gen 2:7. In dying, a man who was formed from “the dust of the ground” reverts to his
origins, respectively, “ground” and “dust” (Gen 3:19; Job 10:9; 34:35; Ps 104:29),
and n i l (“wind,” “spirit”), which represents the life force entrusted to him for a
period of time in the beginning, returns to God (Qoh 12:7). In fact, as K. Mathews
reminds us, “death is precise fulfillment o f what God had forewarned in Gen 2:17”
and “what the serpent had denied (Gen 3:4).’51 M. Henry emphasizes the same idea
only by different wording, “This was a lie, a downright lie.. . . It was contrary to the
ry

word of God.” When death arrives or after the reversal process of death has taken
place, no individual or conscious entity survives or continues its existence in any
conceivable form.3

'Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26, NAC, 253-254.
Mathew Henry, Mathew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, 6 vols.
(Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Reveil, 197-?), 1:23. See also Edward J. Young,
Genesis 3: A Devotional and Expository Study (London: Banner o f Truth Trust, 1966),
33-65.
3Pss 6:5; 30:9; 88:10; 115:17; 146:4; Isa 38:18,19; Qoh 9:5,6.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

98

The inseparable relationship between the man’s creation from “dust” (Gen 2:7)
and the “return” (Gen 3:19c-f) to the man’s beginnings is clearly outlined in the
following chiastic structure, adopted with some modifications from S. Kempf.
*T3J A

until you return
B

(process)

to the ground

H3DD ’3

C

for out o f it

rin g1?
nnx

(place)
d

you were taken

C1 for you are dust
and to dust

IMTO

A1 you shall return1

(material)
(process)
(material)
(place)
(process)

W. Holladay explains that the central meaning of the verb 2 W in Qal is to
return to the point of departure. In the current case, the emphasized double repetition
of 2 W clearly means only the dust o f the ground and nothing more. R. Murphy
points out that “this is a picture o f dissolution, not of immortality, as if there were a
reditus animae ad Deum, ‘the return o f the soul to God.’”3 He also reminds us that the
questions o f the “soul” and o f the life-breath are two totally different categories o f
thought, and that “the Israelites never speculated how the T was in Sheol.”4 In other

!The author shows how special grammatical signs register Gen 3:14-19 as the
grammatical climax of the exposition. Stephen Kempf, “Genesis 3:14-19: Climax o f
the Discourse?” Journal o f Translation and Textllinguistics (JTT) 6, no. 4 (1993): 354377; idem, “Introducing the Garden o f Eden: The Structure and Function o f Genesis,”
JTT1, no. 4 (1996): 33-53; Jerome T. Walsh, “Genesis 2:4b~3:24: A Synchronic
Approach,” JBL 96 (1977): 161-177; Teqe Stordalen, “Man, Soil, Garden: Basic Plot
in Genesis 2-3 Reconsidered,” JSOT 53 (1992): 3-26.
2William L. Holladay, The Root Suhh in the Old Testament with Particular
Reference to Its Usages in Covenantal Contexts (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1958), 51-59.
3Roland E. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, WBC, vol. 23A (Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1992), 120.
4Ibid.
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words, according to the scriptural paradigm death is simply the reversal o f the creation
and there is no ambiguity. M. Knibb expresses the same view: “In contrast Gen
3:19c, ‘you are dust, and to dust you shall return,’ reflects the view that death is the
inevitable fate o f all men, a view that under a variety of images occurs throughout the
Old Testament: cf. e.g. 1 Kings 2:2; 2 Sam 14:14; Job 14H-2.”1 Indeed, both the
elements constituting man, the procedure of forming him, as described in Gen 2:7, and
the description o f the process of dying in Gen 3:19, clearly contradict the dualistic
thought that teaches the implantation of an immortal soul into a physical body.
The time o f man’s life on this earth is limited, and every grave testifies in
support o f this truth. Molded from the dust o f the ground (Gen 2:7), man’s only
opportunity is to live between birth and death (Gen 3:19,22). However, death is also
an eschatological event. It means that the reversal can be and will be made only at the
resurrection.2 That is why all hope o f a life beyond the grave centers on the
resurrection and resurrection alone, at the same time excluding any idea about a

‘Knibb, “Life and Death in the Old Testament,” 395-415. Compare with the
views of Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, 18-24; Claus Westermann, Genesis 111: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), 266-267; Wachter, Der Tod im
Alten Testament, 198-203.
•j

It is interesting to note J. Sawyer’s reference to Rashi’s comment on Gen 2:7,
who argues “that "l2Ta1in this verse is spelt with two Yodhs to symbolize two
creations: one refers to this world and the other to the resurrection o f the dead. The
same word is spelt with only one Yodh in vs. 19 where the creation o f the beasts o f the
field is described.” John F. A. Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the Resurrection of the
Dead,” VT 23 (1973): 218-234; see also Menahem M. Kasher, Encyclopedia o f
Biblical Interpretation: A Millennium Anthology (New York: American Biblical
Encyclopedia Society, 1953), 94.
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disembodied state.1 M. Harris in Ms profound statement goes one step further than
the other scholars when he explains, “Man is not immortal because he possesses or is a
soul. He becomes immortal because God transforms him by raising him from the
dead,” and “resurrection is the sole means o f acquiring immortality.”

!Deut 32:39; 1 Sam 2:6; 1 Kgs 17:22; Job 14:12; 19:25-27; Pss 1:6; 16:10;
17:15; 49:15; 71:20; 73:24; 88:10; Isa 26:14,19; 53:11; 66:24; Ezek 37:10; Dan 12:2;
Hos 6:2; Luke 37, 38; John 6:39,40; 1 Cor 15:16-23.
Murray Harris, “Resurrection and Immortality: Eight Theses,” Themelios 1,
no. 2 (Spring 1976): 53-54. See also the works of C. Kingsley Barrett, “Immortality
and Resurrection,” in Resurrection and Immortality, ed. Duthie Charles (London:
Samuel Bagster & Sons, 1979), 68-88; Harris Birkenland, “The Belief in the
Resurrection of the Dead in the Old Testament,” Studia Theologica 3 (1950): 60-78;
Walter Brueggemann, “From Dust to Kingship,” ZAW 84 (1972): 1-18; Andre-Marie
Dubarie, “Belief in Immortality in the Old Testament and Judaism,” in Immortality
and Resurrection, ed. Pierre Benoit and Roland Murphy (N.p., Herder and Herder,
1970), 34-45; Edmund J. Fortman, Everlasting Life after Death (New York: Alba
House, 1976); idem, Everlasting Life: Towards a Theology o f the Future Life (New
York: Alba House, 1986); Emmett W. Hamrick, “Resurrection in the Old Testament,”
Mercer Dictionary o f the Bible, ed. Watson K. Mills (Macon, GA: Mercer University
Press, 1990), 756; Louis F. Hartman and J. T. Nelis, “Resurrection o f the Dead,”
Encyclopedic Dictionary o f the Bible, trans. Bijbels Woordenboek (New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1963), 2022-2032; Edmond Jacob, “Immortality,”
1DB, 2:688-690.
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CHAPTER 3

b ^ m IN THE PROPHETS
The purpose of this chapter is to present a sustained exegesis o f passages
containing the term Sheol in the books o f the Former and Latter Prophets. The Latter
Prophets are frequently subdivided into the Major Prophets and the Book o f the
Twelve.

Form er Prophets: Samuel and Kings
Introduction
The first part o f this chapter deals with the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges,
Samuel, and Kings) or the so-called historical books. The books of Samuel focus on
the establishment of kingship in Israel and its theological significance, whereas the
books of Kings register the ups and downs o f a united Israel, then the divided
kingdom, and finally Judah alone.
In the Former Prophets there are only four references to the term Sheol: two o f
them occur in the books of Samuel (1 Sam 2:6; 2 Sam 22:6) and two in Kings (1 Kgs
2:6,9). The first two are found in a poetical context, while the last two belong to the
list of those nine references in the Hebrew Scriptures which occur in a narrative
context. Beyond this point, in the Hebrew canon all the occurrences o f the term Sheol,
except Isa 7:11, are found in a poetical setting.
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In order to discover the nature, function, and purpose of Sheol in the current
study, the implementation and integration o f exegetical procedures will be pursued
according to the same pattern which was carried out in the examination of the relevant
passages in the Torah.

Texts
1 Sam 2:6

bwi him m in rpnai man mrr
~ i t -

\
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/ •
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j *
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Yahweh puts to death and brings to life;
He brings down to Sheol and raises up.

Text Unit and Its Genre
The Song o f Hannah in 1 Sam 2:1-10 contains a clear-cut basic unit. It is easy
to delineate the poem, as it is encircled by the narrative material, and starts with an
initial transitional clause, “iDXPn H3n h h s m i (“Then Hannah prayed and said”),
and is enveloped in vss. 1 and 10 by reference to ]“lp (“hom”).1
Identification o f new themes or ideas set forth by the author helps to discern
•j

and outline smaller sections. Thematically the Song can be divided into three
subunits: (1) “Salvation o f the Faithful” (vss. 1-3); (2) “Yahweh’s Actions” (vss. 4-8);

’See Walter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, BCTP (Louisville, KY:
John Knox, 1990), 16,17.
2James Muilenburg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88 (March 1969):
1-18.
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and (3) “Yahweh’s Judgment (vss. 9-10).”1
It should be noted that vss. 6-8 contain a cluster of eight participles describing
Yahweh’s dealings in pairs o f antithetical parallels. Thus, the unit reaches its
culmination by means o f positive and negative actions, emphasizing various aspects o f
Yahweh’s deeds, and attributing to Him diametrical opposites, such as “Yahweh kills
and brings to life“ (vs. 6); “brings down to Sheol and raises up” (vs. 6); “Yahweh
makes poor and makes rich” (vs. 7); “he brings low, he also exalts” (vs. 7).2
The Song reflects the fundamental pattern o f a hymnic literature; however,
•i

scholars cannot arrive at a single genre definition. For example, A. Bentzen
'An interesting study was done by J. E. Cook where she divided the main
block (vss. 2-10) according to the following pattern: vss. 2-3, Yahweh’s Attributes;
vss. 4-5, Yahweh’s Guidance; vss. 6-8b, Yahweh’s Deeds; vss. 8c-9c, Yahweh’s Goal
and Rationale, and vs. 10, Yahweh’s Deeds. Joan E. Cook, “The Song o f Hannah:
Text and Contexts” (Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1989), 87-95. See also
discussion on strophic divisions by A. David Ritterspach, “Historical Criticism and
the Song o f Hannah,” in Rhetorical Criticism: Essays in Honor o f James Muilenburg,
ed. Jared J. Jackson and Martin Kessler (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1974), 68-74.
For an exposition o f vss. 6-10 see Robert D. Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, NAC, vol. 7
(Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman 1996), 76-77; Ralph W. Klein, “The Song of
Hannah,” Concordia Theological Monthly (CTM) 41 (1970): 674-684. See also the
Song of Moses (Exod 15:1-18); the Oracles of Balaam (Num 23:710, 18-24; 24:3-9,
15-19,20-24); The Song of Moses (Deut 32:1-43); the Blessing o f Moses (Deut
33:1-29); the Song of Deborah (Judg 5); the Psalm o f David (2 Sam 22, compare with
Ps 18); the Psalm ofHabakkuk (Hab 3); Pss 29 and 68. The content o f Hannah’s Song
has many close parallels with Mary’s Song in Luke 1:46-55. See also David N.
Freedman, “Psalm 113 and the Song of Hannah,” in Pottery, Poetry, and Prophecy:
Studies in Early Hebrew Poetry (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1980), 243-261;
Claus Westermann, The Praise o f God in the Psalms (Richmond, VA: John Knox,
1965), 1 8 ,124-125; Arthur Weiser, The Psalms, Old Testament Library (OTL)
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 521; William S. La Sor, Old Testament Survey:
The Message, Form, and Background o f the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1982), 519-520.
3Jan P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books o f Samuel: A Full
Interpretation Based on Stylistic and Structural Analyses, 4 vols. (Assen, Netherlands:
Van Gorcum, 1981-1993), 4:73-111.
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identifies it as a “Royal Psalm,”1 and S. Mowinckel calls it a “Psalm of Thank
Offering.”2 R. Bergen suggests that the Song represents a “Poetic Hymn” or “Psalm
of Thanksgiving.”3 G. Robinson comes to a similar conclusion and writes, “this is a
thanksgiving psalm.”4 Whatever the case, it is obvious that Hannah’s monologue
with its prayer emphasis focuses on Yahweh, Who is the source o f power, strength,
and triumph for those who fear Him.

Exegetical Notes
Before engaging in exegesis it should be noted that, as in the previously
discussed cases, so in 1 Sam 2:6, many scholars see in a reference to Sheol some kind
of existence after death. For instance, The Interpreters Bible explains that to Sheol
goes “not the self but a pale wraith or replica o f the se lf’ and “Sheol is the abode not
of an afterlife but of the dead.”5 According to J. Willis, Sheol is “the abode of all
departed spirits both good and bad.”6 P. Ackroyd states that Sheol is “a shadowy place

’Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament, 1:95; Also John T. Willis, “The
Song of Hannah and Psalm 113,” CBQ 35 (1973): 139-154.
Sigmund Mowinckel, Samueisboken: Det Gamle Testaments, 2 vols. (Oslo:
A. Aschehoug, 1936), 2:152.
Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 75; Joyce G. Baldwin, 1 and 2 Samuel: An Introduction
and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 55-56.
4Gnana Robinson, Let Us Be Like the Nations: A Commentary on the Books o f
1 and 2 Samuel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 18.
5George B. Caird and John C. Schroeder, “I Samuel,” The Interpreters Bible
(IB), 12 vols., ed. George Arthur Buttrick et al. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 2:884.
6John T. Willis, First and Second Samuel (Austin, TX: Sweet, 1982), 42.
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of no true life,”1but J. Baldwin sees it “as a huge underground cave, where judgment
takes place (Deut 32:22; Ps 88:3-6).”2
Whatever methodology is used to come to such conclusions, these scholars fail
to notice some crucial aspects and elements o f the passage. The term SiKtS in vs. 6 is
in the center o f the Song o f Hannah, which represents an intensively personal style of
thanksgiving and an unambiguous offering o f praise to Yahweh. Yahweh’s power is
behind all o f the future developing events which are totally impossible and
unthinkable to accomplish through human or historical agencies or means.3
Syntactically Yahweh occupies the key place. In vss. 6-10 alone, His name is
mentioned five times. In this short section, which consists o f only 58 words, Yahweh
is the subject o f 18 different verbs.4 Moreover, if in vss. 4-5 the sentences are
formulated in the passive without directly referring to the name o f Yahweh (though it
is clearly implied there), then, in vss. 6-8 not only is Yahweh mentioned by name but
every verb is in the active voice.
In this catalogue of radical reversals vs. 6 contains a pair o f antithetical
parallels where the messages o f the first line are reinforced by the opposites o f the
second line.

!Peter R. Ackroyd, The First Book o f Samuel (Cambridge: University Press,
1971), 31.
Baldwin, 1 & 2 Samuel, TOTC, 57.
3Bruce C. Birch, “The First and Second Books o f Samuel,” The New
Interpreters Bible (NIB), 12 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 2:979-982.
4Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 76.
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He brings down to Sheol

Thus, the phrase fTDQ HliT (“Yahweh puts to death”) is parallel to
b ^ m "P T O (“He brings down to Sheol”), and rPjlD l (“and He brings to life”) is
parallel to bv^) (“and He raises up”). These polar contrasts of vs. 6 demonstrate not
only the tension between death and life, Sheol and resurrection, but also produce
literary symmetry where the given image is solidified into a single whole with verbal
opposites, thus reinforcing the theology o f Yahweh’s sovereignty as the Creator over
His creation.
Furthermore, the causative stem Hiphil is “pervasively used to describe killing
in all kinds of contexts,” and “the fundamental idea is the cessation o f life.”1 The
clause rpnm TOO m rn is parallel to Deut 32:39 rPnXI TO X 'OX (“I put to
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death and I make alive”), where Yahweh functions as subject and the verbs are in the
first person singular, Hiphil. The same phrasing consisting of Hiphil stem verbs is
also reflected in the cry o f the king o f Israel in 2 Kgs 5:7, who realized that leprosy
was a disease that only
God could cure,
J
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God, to kill and make alive?”). These expressions are general affirmations, implying
that Yahweh alone is in charge of person’s destiny.

!Gen 37:18; Exod 1:16; 21:29; 1 Sam 2:6; 19:1; Isa 11:4. Eugene H. Merrill,
“T O ,” NIDOTTE, 2:886-888.
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Moreover, the phrase n 90Q3 ITDD rtlJT is located in the context describing
Yahweh as the Creator o f the world (vs. 8) and alludes to Num 16:30, where the
concept of life

(“create”), which is inseparable from the name o f Yahweh, is

used to bring death and descent to Sheol.1 Thus, it is obvious that “the ability to deal
death or life is a trait o f divinity.”
It should also be noted that the motifs of life and death, true and false safety,
and two diametrically opposite fates, which are repeatedly emphasized in the song, are
also presented in the form o f an insightful antithesis in vs. 9:3

-ib s r T T p n
He will guard the feet o f His saints
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but the wicked shall be silenced in darkness
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v :
for not by might shall a man prevail
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The text contains two important words, TO'T and 7|©rQ. The verb DDT
(“be or grow still,” “lifeless,” “silent”) is in Niphal and basically means “to perish,”

!See the discussion on Num 16:30-33, nirP tC IT m r “n “DKl (“But if
Yahweh creates a creation”).
r
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2Jeffrey H. TIgay, Deuteronomy
JPST Commentary (Philadelphia:
The Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 405. According to A. Johnson, these verses
refer to a revitalizing not from physical death but from threat o f death which even
disease brings, “to be in sickness o f body or weakness o f circumstances is to
experience the disintegrating power o f death, and to be brought by Yahweh to the
gates of Sheol; but to enjoy good health and material prosperity is to be allowed to
walk with Him in fullness o f life.” Johnson, The Vitality o f the Individual, 108.
3Fokkelmam, Narrative Art and Poetry, 4:104.
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“be destroyed,” or “die.” 1 In the context of sin, death, and punishment, one of the
most commonly used words in the Hebrew Scriptures is the word TjBFt (“darkness”).
Because of its identity with grave and death, the term

is used as a synonym or a

poetic name for Sheol. In vs. 9, the destiny of the wicked is presented m sharp
contrast with those who walk with Yahweh. The TO n (“godly,” “saint”) is protected
and victorious while the ungodly are silenced, they perish, and are in the TJEjh of
Sheol. The phrase “but the wicked shall be silenced in darkness” provides additional
information concerning the understanding o f vs. 6.
Thus, the statement rpriffi FTOD HlIT (“Yahweh puts to death and brings
to life”)3 or the affirmation that b lP l ^IX© “P liO (“he brings down to Sheol and
raises up”)4 has nothing to do with flaccid shades, the abode o f departed spirits, an
underground cave as a judgment place, or an underworld where persons exist in a form

'Exod 15:16; 1 Sam 2:9; Ps 31:17; Jer 8:14; 49:26; 50:30; 51:6. “DOT,”
HALOT, 1:226; “DD1,” BDB, 199; JohnN. Oswalt, “D m ,” NIDOTTE, 1:972-973;
AmulfH. Baumann, “J im ,” TDOT, 3:260-265.
21 Sam 2:9; Job 10:21; 15:22,23,30; 17:13; 18:18; 20:26; 22:11; Pss 88:13,
19; 143:3; Isa 45:19; Lam 3:6; Qoh 6:4; 11:8. Association o f darkness with death: Job
3:4; 10:20-22; 15:22; 17:12; 18:6; 20:26; 23:17; Ps 88:7; Prov 20:20; Isa 45:19. See
Ronald F. Youngblood, “Qoheleth’s ‘Dark House’ (Qoh 12:5),” JETS 29, no. 4
(1986): 397-410; Klein, “The Song of Hannah,” 682-683; James D. Price, “7 |0 n ”
NIDOTTE, 2:312-315; Mitchel Ringgren, “TjOn,” TDOT, 5:245-258; Tromp,
Primitive Conceptions, 75, 95-98,143.
3See Deut 32:39 where Yahweh affirms that
OTf^X f X l (“and there
is no god with me”), which recalls almost the same phraseology found in Deut 4:35,
39; 1 Sam 2:2; 2 Sam 22:32; Isa 44:6; 45:5, 6,21,22; 46:9.
4For the discussion o f the term I T (“go down”) as a standard expression of
dying, see chapter 2.
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o f semi-life. The categorical announcements o f vs. 6 contain no descriptive or
figurative elements nor provide any other information which could offer some specific
insights concerning the nature or function o f the term Sheol. Furthermore, unlike the
seven references o f the word in the Torah, in vs. 6 Sheol occurs for the first time in the
Hebrew Scriptures both without directive H t and without any prefixed particle
preposition (see Deut 32:22). The structure o f the Song, its genre, thematic
arrangement, and its intention make it apparent that SlKCl is a poetical synonym for
"Dp (“grave”) and nothing more.1 Here the term expresses its particular idea
in the same manner as it does in the Torah.
Moreover, in vs. 6, biK© is enclosed by the verbs HTl (“to live”) and 7\bv
(“go up,” “ascend”) which, according to Sawyer, especially in their causative stems,
'j

are Hebrew words for the resurrection o f the dead and do not allude to an afterlife.
Analyzing the words for resurrection, Sawyer writes:
Possibly
“to come up again,” as opposed to *TT “to go down (to Sheol),”
should be included here too, together with their causative stems; according to
Rabbi Joshua, for instance,
h i m T H in (the Lord) sends down to Sheol
and brings up again (1 Sam 2:6)” was the song sung by the warriors raised from
the dead in Ezekiel’s vision (Sank 92b). The verse was also understood by the
translators o f the Targum as referring to “God’s raising up o f the dead to
everlasting life.”3

!Harris, “Why Hebrew Sheol Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 61.
2Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the Resurrection o f the Dead,” 218-234. For
example, Sawyer quotes from Sanh. 91b rPHItl fTDK
“I put to death and I
make alive” (Deut 32:39) to refer to the resurrection o f the dead. Ibid., 220,221. See
also 1 Sam 2:6; Hos 6:2.
3Ibid., 224,225.
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It is true that the resurrection o f the dead does not occupy a central place in the
Hebrew Scriptures; however, its “theological starting point is without doubt the
consciousness of the unconditioned might of Yahweh.”1 In this connection
particularly close attention should be paid to the fact that Yahweh has the power to
bring persons down to Sheol and to raise them up again, which is one of the main
eschatological realities. Though it could be argued whether Hannah means death and
“J
resurrection or simply preservation from fatal sickness and imminent death, one
aspect is beyond doubt, namely, she did not sing about “going down to” the spirit
world and emancipation from there. Moreover, the expressions “raises up” and
“brings to life” function as the synonyms for the term “resurrection” and are intended
to point to some kind o f life after death which may allude only to a bodily
resurrection.

’Hans W. Hertzberg, I & 2 Samuel: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1964), 30. R. Gordon elucidates, “While it is true that
resurrection is not a central dogma o f the Old Testament, there is more chance o f
establishing its true place in Hebrew thinking if texts such as this are not silenced by
scholarly presuppositions before they have had the opportunity to speak.” See Robert
P. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel: A Commentary (Exeter: Paternoster, 1986), 80; John
Mauchline, J and 2 Samuel, NCBC (London: Oliphants, 1971), 50-51. See also the
works of Martin-Ackard, From Death to Life; Sutcliffe, The Old Testament and the
Future Life', Donald E. Gowan, Eschatology in the Old Testament (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1986).
<y

s

Klein sees in vs. 6 “healing o f those who are desperately ill.” Ralph W. Klein,
1 Samuel, WBC, vol. 10 (Dallas, TX: 1983), 17; “The second half may refer rather to
rescue from the brink o f death after a serious illness and therefore contrast sickness
with health,” Ronald F. Youngblood, “1,2 Samuel,” EBC, 3:581. For similar
conclusions see Klein, “The Song o f Hannah,” 681; Fritz Stolz, Das Erste und Zweite
Buck Samuel (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1981), 30; Solomon Goldman, Samuel:
Hebrew Text and English Translation with an Introduction and Commentary (London:
Soncino, 1951), 9; Delitzsch, The Pentateuch, 3:489-490; Ackroyd, The First Book o f
Samuel, 31; Robinson, Let Us Be Like the Nations, 18-19; Willis, First and Second
Samuel, 42.
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In vs. 6, as in the whole Song, Hannah triumphs in Yahweh’s sovereignty
and the principle that the final settlement o f all things is in the hands o f Yahweh the
Creator who has the power over the living and the dead in a grave. In fact, the words
of Hanna’s Song describing Yahweh’s supremacy and dealings, by*} blKC THIO
(“he brings down to Sheol and raises up”), serve as an implicit prophecy which was
soon almost literally fulfilled in the lives of Saul and David,1 whereas its full
materialization will be demonstrated during the last eschatological events.

2 Sam 22:6
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Translation and Textual Remarks
The cords of Sheol entangled me,
the snares o f death confronted me.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 22:1-51 contains one o f the well-known psalms o f David which
naturally forms a basic unit. Scholars have tried to analyze it in various ways. For
example, NIB discerns in the chap. three fundamental and distinct segments (vss. 120; 21-28; 29-51).2 On the other hand, the study done by R. Youngblood also points
to three major divisions, but they result in a slightly different structure,3 and Bergen

!1 Sam 28; 1 Sam 16:1-23; 2 Sam 5:1-20:26. K. L. Noll, The Faces o f David,
JSOTSup 242 (Sheffeld, England: Sheffeld Academic Press, 1997), 76-77, 143-144.
2Birch, “The First and Second Books o f Samuel,” 2:1365-1366.
3See Youngblood, “1,2 Samuel,” EBC, 3:1065. Compare with Baldwin, 1 & 2
Samuel, TOTC, 287.
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I

constructs chap. 22 as a symmetrical chiasmus. Whatever approach is used, vs. 6 is a
part o f a larger segment which Youngblood designates as David’s deliverance from
his enemies (22:5-20) and splits into three subunits: (1) though death threatened,
Yahweh heard me, vss. 5-7; (2) great is the Lord o f heaven and earth, vss. 8-16; (3)
<y

though great in heaven, He saved me on earth, vss. 17-20.
The Psalm o f David in chap. 22 towards the end o f 2 Samuel and the Song of
Hannah at the beginning of 1 Sam 2:1-10 not only have common vocabulary and
themes but also form an inclusion, thus bracketing and framing the narrative’s
contents of both books. This inclusion establishes a theological background on which
the books of Samuel are to be explored and understood. 2 Sam 22 also harmonizes the
Song of Hannah by contemplating and celebrating the same past ultimate reality o f
Yahweh’s sovereignty that was projected in the Song of Hannah.4
Concerning its genre, it seems that this is one of those rare cases when biblical
scholars are in almost undivided agreement. The text of 2 Sam 22 is a Royal Psalm
Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 451.
a

d

Praise for the Lord (vss. 1-4)
b
The Lord’s deliverance o f David (vss. 5-20)
c
Reasons for David’s deliverance (vss. 21 -29)
b1
The Lord’s deliverance o f David (vss. 30-46)
a1
Praise for the Lord (vss. 47-50)
Postscript: the Lord’s enduring support for the house o f David (vs. 51)

2Youngblood, “1,2 Samuel,” EBC, 3:1065; Robert P. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel
OTG (England: JSOT Press, 1984), 96.
3Youngblood, 3:579,1065-1066; Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel,
339. See also Matitiahu Tsevat, ’‘Studies in the Book o f Samuel,” Hebrew Union
College Annual (HUCA) 32 (1961): 191-216.
4In fact, 2 Sam 23:1-7 functions as a counterpart to the Song o f Hannah in 1
Sam 2:1-10. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 273-274;
Brueggemann, 339-340.
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of Thanksgiving, attributed to David, and it also exists separately as Psalm IB.1 In
vss. 5-7 its hymnic pattern is more similar to that o f narrative.

Exegetical Notes
Only two persons in the Former Prophets use the term Sheol, namely, Hannah
in 1 Sam 2:6 and David in 2 Sam 22:6 (also 1 Kgs 2:6,9). Both o f them employ
metaphoric language and call attention to Sheol. In a way, both references structure
the tragic story o f Saul’s rejection and the acceptance of the outwardly less
commendable David.
The term

in vs. 6 has been understood by scholars variously. For

instance, P. McCarter interprets the term as “the shadowy abode o f the dead” and
“place of interrogation.”3 H. Hertzberg points out that Sheol equals with
“hell=the kingdom of the dead.”4 Noll understands that Sheol stands for
!Peter R. Ackroyd, “The Succession Narrative (so-called),” Interpretation 35
(1981): 383-396; Westermann, The Praise o f God, 103,104; Arnold A. Anderson, 2
Samuel, WBC, vol. 11 (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1989), 262; Birch, “The First and
Second Books of Samuel,” 2:1365; David N. Freedman, “Divine Names and Titles in
Early Hebrew Poetry,” in Magnolia Dei, The Mighty Acts o f God: Essays on the Bible
and Archaeology in Memory o f G. Ernest Wright (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1976), 55-107; Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 304; Frank M. Cross and David N. Freedman,
“A Royal Song o f Thanksgiving: II Samuel 22=Psalm 18,” JBL 72 (1953): 15-34;
Peter R. Ackroyd, The Second Book o f Samuel (Cambridge: University Press, 1977),
206,207; Kyle P. McCarter, II Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes,
and Commentary, AB, vol. 9 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 4 6 4 ,465; William
Yarchin, “The Warrior and the Shepherd: A Compositional Analysis o f 2 Samuel 2124” (Ph.D. dissertation, Claremont Graduate School, 1993), 207-210.
2Noll, The Faces o f David, 144.
3McCarter, II Samuel, 465; idem, “The River Ordeal in Israelite Literature,”
Harvard Theological Review (HThR) 66 (October 1973): 403-412.
4Hertzberg, I & 2 Samuel, 394. See also Cross and Freedman, “A Royal Song
of Thanksgiving: 2 Sam 22,” where they speak about “the abode o f the dead.”
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fj

I

“Underworld/ Grave.” And according to Harris, the word Sheol means only “grave.”
In the light of various interpretations of the term Sheol in the current text, it is
necessary to briefly highlight some o f the major aspects o f the whole segment (vss.
5-7) which leads to the theophany (vss. 8-17). In vss. 5-6, David graphically describes
the deadly threats to his life. Being confronted by destructive powers o f death,3 he
uses the images o f waters (vs. 5),
encompassed me”), *»3t W T b & b l

“OSSK **2 (“for the waves of death
(“the torrents o f perdition assailed me”),

and hunt (vs. 6),4 ’’B O blK® ' b i n (“the cords o f Sheol entangled me”), and
™ "^pD

(“the snares o f death confronted me”). It should be noted in

particular that by employing highly rich metaphorical phraseology, variation of perfect
and imperfect tenses, plus chiastic structure consisting o f four plural construct chains
and four plural verbs with first-person-singular suffixes, the author reaches utmost
intensity in his description of the deadly forces seeking his death.5

lm \ l , The Faces o f David, 143.
2Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 130.
32 Sam 22:1,4,18,19,44; God delivered David from the power o f all his
enemies and from the power of Saul. Noll points out that this is an allusion to Saul
(b^WS) because the term Sheol (SlKld) occurs only twice in the book o f Samuel, here
and in Hannah’s prayer. See Noll, The Faces o f David, 143; Ackroyd, The Second
Book o f Samuel, 206-207. Hertzberg refers to “David’s perils o f war.” Hertzberg, I &
2 Samuel, 394.
4Gustaf Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in Paldstina (AuS), 7 vols. (Hildesheim:
Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1964), 6:337,339.
5See I. Kenneth Kuntz, “Psalm 18: A Rhetorical-Critical Analysis,” JSOT 26
(1983): 3-31.
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In vss. 5a and 6b the cola are started by the verb, while in vss.5b and 6a
they are concluded by the verb.1 This emotional and heartrending description of
David’s impasse is followed by the tetra-colon o f vs. 7 with his cry for urgent help,
K ip K '7ibx-byi) r n r r * n p x '' b ~ \m (“in my distress I called upon the LORD;
and I called to my God”) and T9TK3 TOnttft

p ' f o ’iTO S702?*] (“and from Ws

temple he heard my voice, and my cry came to His ears”).2 That is, the situation was
so dangerous and the distress so overwhelming that humanly speaking no deliverance
was possible. Yahweh’s answer and David’s rescue from death are the theophanic act
by itself. Furthermore, the phrase “the cords o f Sheol” is parallel to “the snares o f
death.” “The waves of death” and “the torrents o f perdition” are virtually synonymous
expressions for “the cords of Sheol,” and vs. 6 is synthetic to vs. 5.3 These are highly
figurative and personified images that threaten David’s life.4 Thus far, the language of
vss. 5, 6 does not contain any allusion pertaining to some kind of existence in Sheol or

‘Ibid.
2Yahweh heard from His heavenly sanctuary: Pss 11:4; 29:9; 138:2; Isa 6:1;
Mic 1:2; Hab 2:20.
3Moses H. Segal, “Studies in the Books o f Samuel,” Jewish Quarterly Review
(JQR) 5 (1914-15): 201-231; idem, “Studies in the Books o f Samuel,” (JQR) 9 (191819): 43-70.
4Compare with Job 18:9,10; Pss 18:5, 6; 11:4; 116:3; 119:61; 129:4; 140:5.
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David being in Sheol, as can also be seen from the following key terminology.
For example, the verb ^SK (“surround,” “encompass”) is used “exclusively in
poignant descriptions o f crisis,” “conveys the idea of immense suffering,” and occurs
“in thanksgiving songs looking back to crisis with the intent of enhancing God’s gift
of deliverance.” 1 The term

(“worthlessness,” “nothingness,” “perdition,”

•j

“swallower,” etc.) occurs twenty-seven times in the Hebrew Bible and seventeen
times in the books o f Genesis to Kings.3 In spite of the fact that the term
relates to Sheol only a few times,4 it encompasses all that is in opposition to Yahweh.5
That is why its basic meaning serves as an ideal description o f the very essence of
Sheol, namely, the denial o f life. The parallelism o fb v * b 2 to DID (“death”) and
b ix w is in particular noteworthy since it functions as a descriptive title o f Sheol. In

‘Leslie C. Allen,

NIDOTTE, 1:482.

Concerning this much debated word see Benedikt Otzen, “b ^ b s , ” TDOT,
2:131-136; Paul D. Wegner, “r f e , ” NIDOTTE, 1:661-662; D. Winton Thomas,
ilb y * b 2 in the Old Testament,” in Biblical and Patristic Studies in Memory o f Robert
Pierce Casey, ed. James N. Birdsall and R. W. Thomson (Freiberg: Herder, 1963), 1119; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 125-128; Noll, The Faces o f David, 144; Victor
Maag, “Belija’al im Alten Testament,” Theologische Literaturzeitung (ThLZ) 21
(1965): 287-299.
^ o ll, The Faces o f David, 144; by using biblical texts Noll shows how the
basic contextual meaning of the term b & h z is commonplace. Tromp, Primitive
Conceptions, 127.
4Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 127.
5Maag, “Belija’al im Alten Testament,” 295; George A. Barton, The Religion
o f Israel (Philadelphia: University o f Pennsylvania Press, 1928), 194. Barton
questions whether bs® b2 may not be an old designation for Sheol.
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this chain o f parallel vocabulary “death” is personified, namely, David is encompassed
by “the waves o f death” (vs. 5) and confronted by “the snares of death” (vs. 6). Death
as opposed to life makes the contrast between life and death the only decisive options
for David.1 Moreover, the whole context refers to Sheol with a meaning of the grave.
This is due to the so-called synonymous parallelism, where the lines o f vss. 5 and 6
have similar meanings, though analogous terminology does not involve exactly the
same nuances or connotations.2
The term ^211 (“cord,” “rope”) in the phrase SiK ti ^211 (“the cords of
Sheol”) is used metaphorically to emphasize “the imminent mortal danger”3 to which
David is exposed. The imagery o f a hunt intensifies the description o f a seemingly no
escape situation and his helplessness in the face of being overwhelmed by enemies.
By synthesizing the phrase h*lWD ’*7211 with niD"1,CpD (“the snares o f death”) and
the imagery o f the deadly waters (vs. 5), the term

serves to demonstrate the

unyielding constriction worked out by the powers o f death.
Finally, the verb 2 2 0 (“turn around,” “encircle,” “surround”) in the phrase
’b o h i m
' a \-

\

: v

“is often used in a hostile or military•' sense.”4 Here it refers to

!Deut 30:19; 2 Sam 15:21; Prov 18:21; Jer 21:8. See also D. Winton Thomas,
“Some Further Remarks on Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative in Hebrew,”
KT18 (1968): 120-124.
2John A. Emerton, “Sheol and the Sons o f Belial,” FT 37 (1987): 214-218.
3Heinz-Josepf Fabry, “b in ,” TDOT, 4:172-179.
4Gen 19:4; Judg 19:22; 2 Sam 18:15; 2 Kgs 6:15. Leslie C. Allen, “2 2 0 ,”
NIDOTTE, 3:219-220.
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David’s enemies who surround (3 3 0 ) Mm and seek Ms death.1 It is also Important to
note that in the given context the first person singular suffix '’S, wMch is attached to all
four verbs in vss. 5 and 6 f^KPIp, '*330,

<’3DDit), points to David as the

subject of all attacks, emphasizes his personal agony, and at the same time explains
why he calls upon Yahweh for protection against his adversary.
In summary, in vss. 5 and 6 David describes the deadly dangers which
encompassed him as having been so critical that he imagined himself as having
already been dead in Sheol. He sees himself as being entangled in the cords of death,
and being already in the grave. In these crucial circumstances only Yahweh is able to
deliver and save Mm. These are the main emphases and message o f the text.
David has in Ms mind death and the grave, and has nothing to do with “an
underground region, shadowy and gloomy, where disembodied souls had a conscious
but dull and inactive existence,”2 “a place o f sorrows,”3 or how those in Sheol “are
held captive with ropes.”4 In fact, to hang any teaching about some kind o f continued
existence in Sheol on vs. 6 or to build something up and then try to adjust it to fit in
the assumed pattern is an unsubstantiated exegetical attempt indeed.

¥ s 18:6, Hos 12:1; see also Pss 17:9,11; 18:6; 22:13,17; 49:6; 88:18; 109:3;
118:1042. Felix Garcia-Lopez, “3 3 0 ,” TDOT, 10:126-139.
Youngblood, Bruce, and Harrison, Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary,
s.v. “Sheol”; Gehman, The New Westminster Dictionary o f the Bible, s.v. “Hell.”
3Harris, “Sheol,” The Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia, 2:1572-1573.
4Emil G Hirsch, “Sheol,” The Jewish Encyclopedia, 12 vols., ed. Isidore
Singer (New York and London: Funk & Wagnalls, 1901-06), 11:282-283; Gillis
Gerlemann,
SOT, Realm of the Dead,” TLOT, 3:1279-1282.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
6 So act according to your wisdom
and do not let his gray hairs go down in peace to Sheol.
9 And now, do not leave him guiltless, for you are a wise man;
and you will know what you should do to him,
and you must bring his gray hairs with blood down to Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Generally the first two chapters o f 1 Kgs are regarded as the conclusion of the
“Succession Narrative” (2 Sam 9-20) that marks a transition from one generation to
the next in David’s dynasty.1 Chap. 2 falls naturally into two major parts:
David’s farewell speech and his death (vss. 1-12), and the establishment o f Solomon’s
kingdom (vss. 13-46). However, it is possible to divide the first part into smaller
subunits. David’s final charge to Solomon (vss. 1-9) consists of two smaller sections,
namely, adherence to the law of Moses (vss. 2-4), and David’s directions to Solomon

3Gene Rice, Nations under God: A Commentary on the Book o f 1 Kings (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 7; A. Graeme Auld,I& U K ings, Daily Study Bible Series
(DSB) (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 2-3.
A

B.
Long splits chap. 2 into the following parts: (1) Report o f farewell Speech
(vss. 1-9); (2) Report o f death: concluding regnal resume (vss. 10-12); (3) The killing
of Adonijah (vss. 13-25); (4) The expulsion o f Abiathar (vss. 26-27); (5) The killing of
Joab (vss. 28-35); (6) The killing o f Shimei (vss. 36-46). Burke O. Long, 1 Kings with
an Introduction to Historical Literature, The Forms o f the Old Testament Literature
(FOTL), vol. 9 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 41-57. See also Elmer B. Smick,
“Job,” EBC, 4:21; Simon John DeVries, 1 Kings, WBC, vol. 12 (Waco, TX: Word,
1985), 28-34.
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(vss. 5-9). The last subunit is introduced by the composite particle 021 (“and also“),
and is marked off from its surroundings by a shift in style. It consists of three parts:
1. Negative directive concerning Joab (vss. 5-6)
I

2. Positive directive concerning the sons of Barzlllai (vs. 7)
«

a

«

3. Negative directive concerning Shimei (vss. 8-9).

0

The first and third segments are joined together by parallel terminology of
•j

wisdom and death. David’s allusion to Solomon’s “wisdom” and the observation that
“you are a wise man” (vss. 6,9) prepare Solomon for a decisive action in the nearest
future.
The genre of the whole chapter, which is recounting various final acts and
death o f David, can be specified as a report o f death.4 The directives o f vss. 5-9
remind the reader o f careful planning which at the same time contains allusions to
self-justification. Though the narrative elements are minimal, one can specify the
genre o f vss. 1-9 as the report of a farewell speech.5 According to W. Koopman, 1
Kgs 2:1-10 is composed as narrative poetry.6

‘See 2 Sam 17:27-29; 19:31-40.
2See 2 Sam 16:5-14.
3Richard D. Nelson, First and Second Kings, BCTP (Atlanta: John Knox,
1987), 23-28.
4Long, 1 Kings, 42.
5Ibid., 43-45.
6For detailed analysis of the text, literary structure, a number o f valuable
considerations, and rich bibliographical data see William T. Koopman, “The
Testament o f David in 1 Kings I I 1-10,” VT 41 (1991): 429-449.
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Exegetical Notes
In the books of Kings the term Sheol occurs only twice (1 Kgs 2:6, 9). It
contains similar elements to those in Genesis,1 but there are also some differences
which will become apparent below.
Again, it is striking that so many writers who explore and comment on the
biblical text concerning the subject under discussion at the same time demonstrate
religious assumptions and a marked reluctance to accept and affirm the text as it is.
For instance, J. Gray, commenting on the current texts, creates the picture that “Sheol
Is the shadowy, insubstantial underworld.”2 D. Wiseman, in turn, points out that
according to Hebrew thought one is supposed to enter Sheol “through the dark and
dusty underworld of the grave.”3 And L. Honor explains that “it [Sheol] is the
universal gathering place o f the souls of the departed.. . . The verse expresses the
common belief that the shade preserves the appearance . . . with which he made his
exit from this world.”4
These summary statements clearly bring out the necessity to briefly explore
both Hebrew texts for the determination o f the nature, function, and purpose o f the

‘See Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,31.
John Gray, I & II Kings: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1963), 99. Compare with Mordechai Cogan, 1 Kings: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 10 (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 173.
3Donald J. Wiseman, 1 and 2 Kings: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 76-77.
4Leo L. Honor, Book o f Kings 1: A Commentary (New York: Union of
American Hebrew Congregations, 1955), 49; Volkmar Fritz, Das erste Buck der
Konige (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1996), 30-32; Hartmut Schmid, Das erste Buck
der Konige (Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus, 2000), 87-88.
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word Sheol. The context of vss. 6 ,9 is unusual. David, who was an expert in the
consolidating o f power, in the crisis of succession of his death gives Ms son
premeditated advice to guarantee the protection and safety of the throne after he is
gone.1 In vss. 6 and 9, David’s reference to Solomon’s wisdom means craftiness and
slyness2 and is understood as a direct hint to murder, that is, “you do know what to do
with Mm,” “you will certainly find an opportunity” to get rid of Joab and Shimei
legally, for they are a potential threat to the kingdom,3 and not only that4
The phrase b m

D'btfa IniP O T lT T X 'S l (“do not let Ms gray hairs go

down in peace to Sheol,” vs. 6) and its variation h * \m o i a
r

y

/

i

:

\ t

:

v

t

-

v

m iim

s t

: -

:

(“you must bring Ms gray hairs with blood down to Sheol,” vs. 9), with the abstract
noun HITO, (“grayness,” “gray hairs”), partially echo Gen 42:38,44:29,31. Usually,
the idiom “gray hairs” refers to an old age wMch naturally ends with cessation o f life.5
However, concerning David, that is not the kind o f death he wants for the two men.

1Jeffrey S. Rogers, “Narrative Stock and Deuteronomistic Elaboration in 1
Kings 2,” CBQ 50 (1988): 398-413.
2George Fohrer, “oorpux,” TDNT, 10 vols., ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard
Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-1976),
7:484.
3Eep Talstra, “Hebrew Syntax: Clause Types and Clause Hierarchy,” in Studies
in Hebrew and Aramaic Syntax: Presented to Professor J Hqftijzer on the Occasion
o f His Sixty-fifth Birthday, ed. K. Jongeling, H. L. Murre-Van Den Berg, and L. Van
Rompay (Leiden, New York: Brill, 1991), 180-193.
4“Afterward when David heard it, he said, T and my kingdom are innocent
before the LORD forever o f the blood of Abner the son ofNer. May it fall on the
head of Joab and on all his father's house; and may there not fail from the house of
Joab one who has a discharge, or who is a leper, or who takes hold o f a distaff, or who
falls by the sword, or who lacks bread’" (2 Sam 3:28-29).
5Paul D. Wegner, “T O ,'” NIDOTTE, 3:1232-1233.
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As can be seen from vss. 6 and 9, the real intention of both expressions is focused on
the pronouncement of death sentences for Joab and Stiimei.1
Moreover, the wording “do not le t. . . go down in peace to Sheol” and “you
must b rin g . . . with blood down to Sheol” reveals a totally new dimension that is
different from all that has been discussed before. In this connection it is vitally
important to emphasize that these statements do not present a qualifying description of
Sheol or the dead in the grave and should not be generalized or dogmatized. For
instance, the texts describing someone “going down” to Sheol in “mourning” (Gen
37:35), “in sorrow” (Gen 42:38; 44:31), “in misery” (Gen 44:29), “alive” (Num 16:30,
33), “not in peace” (1 Kgs 2:6), “with blood” (1 Kgs 2:9), or simply dying “in a good
old age, full o f days” (1 Chr 29:28), provide explanatory information concerning the
•

•

*

way a person dies and have nothing to do with the conditions or distinctions in Sheol.

2

In fact, the expression “do not le t. . . go down in peace to Sheol” also implies the
opposite thought, suggesting that one may “go down in peace to Sheol.”
Furthermore, as was seen from the discussion on Gen 37:35 (Qal impf.), death
is described by the verb I T as “going down,” but that is not all. According to Z.
Mayer, the Hiphii stem in vs. 6 T ) i n (Hi. impf. 2 m. s) and in vs. 9 j T t l i r n (Hi. pf.

u‘Do not le t. . . in peace,” “bring dow n. . . with Wood.” See Martin I. Mulder,
1 Kings 1-11, HCOT (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1998-), 97-98. Also Robert L.
Cohn, “Convention and Creativity in the Books o f Kings: The Case of the Dying
Monarch,” CBQ 47 (1985): 603-616; James S. Ackerman, “Knowing Good and Evil:
A Literary Analysis o f the Court History in 2 Samuel 9-20 and 1 Kings 1-2,” JBL 109,
no. 1 (1990): 41-64; Jan W. Wesselius, “Joab’s Death and the Central Theme o f the
Succession Narrative (2 Samuel IX-1 Kings II),” FT 40 (July 1990): 336-351;
Koopmans, “The Testament of David in 1 Kings II: 1-10,” 429-449; Hemmels J. van
Dijk, “A Neglected Connotation o f Three Hebrew Verbs,” FT 18 (1968): 16-30.
2Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 193-194.
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2 m. s.) highlights and expresses the responsibility of a second p arty for someone’s

premature death.1 Solomon finds such a “second party” in the person of Benaiah, the
son o f Jehoiada, who is ready to cany out the execution of Joab and Shimei without
a trial or any other legal procedure. David’s last wish is fulfilled in detail when
Solomon gives an order to Benaiah, iFTDp^ iS 'M M (“strike him down and bury
him,” see vss. 29, 31). Consequently, 1 Kgs 2:34,46 present an explicit and
sequential description o f Joab’s and Shimei’s murder by Benaiah.

TABLE 8
SEQUENTIAL PATTERN OF JOAB’S AND SHIMEI’S DEATH

1 Kgs 2:34
b m and he went up
ia -M S ’i
3nnm
a

**

*

and struck him down
and killed him

“O fn

and he was buried

l ir a s

at his own house

“i n a a

in the wilderness

\

it

**

:

*

:

-

1 Kgs 2:46
X2P1 and he went out

ia -M sn
n a si
A

T“

and struck him down
and he died

One of the key words in this picture o f death is M S (“to encounter,” “to
meet”). When the verb M S is followed by 3 , it serves not only as a synonym for the
verb “to kill” but has a particular focused meaning, namely, “to strike down,” that is,
!The verb *TT in Hiphil with a human subject occurs in: Gen 42:38; 44:29, 31;
1 Kgs 2:6,9; Ezek 28:8; 32:18; with a divine subject: 1 Sam 2:6; Ezek 26:20; 31:16;
Ps 55:24. Mayer, “T T ,” TDOT, 6:319; 1. Gordon Harris, Biblical Perspectives on
Aging: God and the Elderly (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987); Gerhard Wehmeier,
TLOT, 2:883-896. Compare the usage o f “IT in Qal: Gen 37:35; Num. 16:30,
33; Isa 5:14; 38:18; Ezek 26:20; 31:14-17; 32:18-30; Pss 22:30; 28:1; 30:4,10; 49:18;
55:16; 88:5; 115:17; 143:7; Job 7:9; 17:16; 33:24; Prov 1:12; 5:5; 7:27.

"fibs,”
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“to kill with the sword,” “to execute.”1 In vs. 34 OT3 parallels the verb TOO (“to die,”
“to kill”) which Is in Hi. impf. 3 m.s. and has the meaning o f “to kill,” “to put to
death.”2
Though the Former Prophets contain no information that Joab had rebelled
against Yahweh in the way Korah and his company did (Nam 16), Joab was guilty of
the murder of Abner (2 Sam 3:22-27) and David did condemn the act: “May the
LORD repay the evildoer according to his evil” (2 Sam 3:39). Joab died in the tent of
the Lord beside the altar, where he had run to find refuge (vss. 28,29). The
expressions “do not let his gray hairs go down in peace to Sheol” and “you must bring
his gray hairs with blood down to Sheol” were materialized and without doubt refer to
the manner in which both Joab and Shimei died and to the committed murder as a fact.
Finally, it should be pointed out that in the current text there is absolutely
nothing that would contain any descriptive element or hint concerning the nature or
function of the term Sheol. Moreover, neither the text nor its context contains any
key word or phrase that would allude to Joab’s or Shimei’s shadowy existence in
Sheol after they were murdered and buried. Any reference to the punishment they
must endure in Sheol or portrayal of the condition of their souls therein is absent.

}Judg 8:21; 1 Sam 22:17-18; 2 Sam 1:15; 1 Kgs 2 :2 5 ,2 9 ,3 1 ,3 4 ,46. Paul
Maiberger, “OTS,” TDOT, 11:470-476; Michael A. Grisanti, “M S ” N1DOTTE, 3:575576. For the root M S as a constitutive element o f executive formulae injudicial
contexts see Robert L. Hubbard, “The Hebrew Root PG ’ as a Legal Term,” JETS 27,
no. 2 (June 1964): 129-133.
2Gillis Gerleman, “TOO,” TLOT, 2:660-664; Kari-Johan Illman and Bonn A.-J.
Fabry, “TOO,” TDOT, 8:200-201.
3Hanis, “Why Hebrew She ol Was Translated “Grave,” 60-61.
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The fact that Joab “went down to Sheol” is mirrored and clarified in its parallel and
self-explanatory phrase, “and was buried at Ms own house” (irP 2 3 ”QJ?aY), wMcfa
simply means that he was dead/killed and was buried in the grave at Ms home in the
wilderness (vs. 34).1

L atter Prophets: Isaiah and Ezekiel
Introduction
The second part of this chapter deals with the term Sheol in the books o f the
Latter Prophets which consist o f four volumes. The first three books (Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel) are directly related to particular persons, and because of their
greater length are often designated as Major Prophets. The fourth volume, the Book
of the Twelve, presents an anthology and will be studied in reference to the word
Sheol in the next segment of this chapter.
In the Major Prophets the term Sheol occurs in only two books: ten times in
the book of Isaiah,2 which is written for the most part in poetry, and five times in
Ezekiel,3 where the major themes are the proclamation of judgment, hope, and.
restoration. No reference to Sheol is found in Jeremiah. It should be especially
emphasized that in the Major Prophets the term Sheol primarily occurs in the contexts
of a Mghly figurative and allegorical language.

!De Vries, I Kings, WBC, 39-40; Jerome T. Walsh, 1 Kings: Studies in
Hebrew Narrative & Poetry, Berit Olam (Coilegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996),
59; Gray, I & II Kings, 107.
2Isa5:14; 7:11; 14:9,11,15; 28:15,18; 38:10,18; 57:9.
3Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27.
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Texts
Isa 5:14
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Therefore Sheol has opened wide its throat,
and enlarged its mouth without limit.
And down will go her1 splendor and her multitude
and her uproar and each one in her who exults.2

Text Unit and Its Genre
Rhetorically, Isa 5:1-30 comprises one composite speech unit, which falls into
two major sections: the Song o f the Vineyard (vss. 1-7)3 and Prophetic Announcement
o f Punishment (vss. 8-3 0).4 The last section is marked by six **17! (“alas,” “woe”)

lrThe verse refers to Jerusalem (see Isa 22:2). That is why the NRSV renders
the pronoun (rf) “in her splendor” as “the nobility in Jerusalem.”
2In order to understand how problematic the text is and how hard to translate, it
is enough to read a few commentaries. Concerning specific textual difficulties see
John A. Emerton, “The Textual Problems of Isaiah 5:14,” V T 17 (1967): 135-142;
John D. W. Watts, Isaiah 1-33, WBC, vol. 24 (Waco, TX: Word, 1985), 59; John N.
Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah: Chapters 1-39, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986),
156-157; Harold L. Ginsberg, “Some Emendations in Isaiah,” JBL 69 (1950): 51-60;
Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, A Continental Commentary (CC) (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1991), 191. However, It should be noted that none o f the textual problems,
discussed by various scholars, affect the current exegesis of the term Sheol.
3Conceming the problems o f Identification of the poetical structure, W illis in
his article discusses 12 different interpretations. See John T. Willis, “The Genre o f Isa
5:1-7 ” JBL 96 (1977): 337-362.
4Watts, Isaiah 1-33,51; Andrew H. Bartelt, “Style and Structure in Prophetic
Rhetoric: Isaiah 2-12” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1991), 53-56.
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oracles (5 :8 ,1 1 ,18,20,21,22) which condemn the guilty people, and a fourfold
(“therefore”) pattern (vss. 13,14,24,25), which introduces the statements of
judgment and its consequences. As a result, the structure splits into the following
subunits: the first two '’in (vss. 8-12) are followed by two

Pi?(vss. 13-17), and the

last four '’i n (vss. 18-23) are similarly followed by two p b /] D - b 3 (vss. 24-30).1
The consequences of Yahweh’s judgment message in vs. 13 are expanded and
intensified in vss. 14-17.2 It should also be noted that vss. 13-17 are located in the
center of a ehiastic arrangement.3

V ss. 25-30 start with ]25"bp, “therefore,” which breaks the “’in /
pattern
and serves as a general description o f consequences for 8-24. For structural analysis
see Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 51-60; Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39 with an Introduction
to Prophetic Literature, FOTL, vol. 16 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 121-131; J.
Alec Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah: An Introduction & Commentary (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 67-70.
2Adopted with minor changes from Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,122.
3(1) A

Accusation: social injustice (vs. 8)
B Announcement o f judgment (vss. 9-10)
(II)
C Accusation: carousing (vss. 11-12a)
D Accusation: failure to recognize Lord’s work (vs. 12b)
E Announcement of judgment (vss. 13-17)
(III)
D1 Accusation: failure to recognize Lord’s work (vss. 18-21)
C 1 Accusation: carousing (vs. 22)
A 1 Accusation: social injustice (vs. 23)
B 1 Announcement of judgment (vss. 24-30)

Adopted with minor changes from Robert B. Chisholm, “Structure, Style, and
the Prophetic Message: An Analysis of Isaiah 5:8-30,” Bihliotheca Sacra (BSac) 143
(January-March 1986): 46-60. See also Henry van Duke Parunak, “Some Axioms for
Literary Architecture,” Semitics 8 (1982): 1-16; Otto Kaiser, Isaiah 1-12: A
Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), 96-109.
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Consequences
1) Exile of people
2) Humiliation of people
a) Sheol opens mouth
b) Nobility goes down to Sheol
c) People are humiliated
d) Yahweh is exalted
e) Lambs will graze

13-17
13
14-17
14a
14b
15
16
17

The chapter as a whole (Isa 5:1 -30) may be characterized as an allegorical
judgment speech which displays two standard genre patterns. While vss. 1-7 function
as an allegory1to proclaim judgment against Israel and Judah, vss. 8-30 emphasize
-y

those standard elements that are found in the prophetic judgment speech The reasons
for Yahweh’s judgment are cast in the form o f woe oracles, whereas their
consequences are introduced by the adverb "p*? which appears in vss. 13-17,24,25.
The genre of the unit under discussion can be defined as the announcement of
judgment of the prophetic judgment speech.

Exegetical Notes
Scholars perceive and interpret the term Sheol in the current passage variously.

‘See Willis, “The Genre o f Isa 5:1-7,” 337-362.
2Vss. 8-30. For detailed discussion see Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,126-127.
3Ibid. Concerning the inteqection ’In as a “funeral cry,” “curse-like
formula,” or “mouming-vengeance pattern,” see Richard J. Clifford, “Shorter
Communications: The Use o f HO Y in the Prophets,” CBQ 28 (1966): 458-464; Erhard
Gerstenberger, “The Woe Oracles o f the Prophets,” JBL 81 (1962): 249-263;
Waldemar Janzen, Mourning Cry and Woe Oracle, Beihefte zur ZAW (BZAW) 125
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1972), 27-34,49-61; Watts, Isaiah 1-33,60; Gunther Wanke,
“i x und i n ” Z A W 78 (1966): 215-218; Claus Westermann, Basic Forms o f
Prophetic Speech (London: Lutterworth, 1967), 190-194; James G. Williams, “The
AJas-Oracles in the Eighth Century Prophets,” Hebrew Union College Annual
(HUCA) 38 (1967): 75-91; Ronald E. Clements, “The Form and Character o f
Prophetic Woe Oracles,” Semitics 8 (1982): 17-29.
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For example, G. Gray explains that Sheol is “a country under the earth,”1 whereas D.
Stacey clarifies that “Sheol is not to be confused with hell or purgatory. It simply
represents the life of the grave, dark, cold, witless, horrific, and inevitable.”2 J.
Goldingay refers to the term Sheol in Isa 5:14 as “the home o f dead people,” or more
precisely, “an underground home for people’s personalities that is equivalent to the
one the grave provides for their bodies.”3 The list of similar and sometimes even
contradictory views could go on and on. However, as in the previous cases one must
question whether these scholars who employ the term Sheol o f Isa 5:14 as the
reference to some gloomy type o f existence have not read into the text the kind of
information they want to find in order to support their views.
In this connection a few points o f relevance should be addressed. The term
Sheol is located in the midst o f the sixfold employment o f "’I n (vss. 8-22). Usually,
the interjection Tin introduces the accusation formula, which is followed by the
announcement of judgment, and serves as a variant o f the prophetic judgment speech.4
Thus, after presenting the list o f specific accusations relating to the crimes

!George B. Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book o f
Isaiah: 1-39, ICC (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1956), 92-93; Elmer A. Leslie, Isaiah:
Chronologically Arranged, Translated and Interpreted (New York: Abingdon, 1963),
33. Compare with the views of Solomon B. Freehof, Book o f Isaiah: A Commentary
(New York: Union o f American Hebrew Congregations, 1972), 41.
2David Stacey, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Epworth, 1993), 36.
3John Goldingay, Isaiah, NIBC (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001), 54; John
F. A. Sawyer, Isaiah, DSB (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984), 57.
4Westermann, Basic Forms o f Prophetic Speech, 142-160; 169-194. Compare
with Amos 5-6; Hos 4:6; 5:4; 6:3,6.
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committed by the oppressive and irresponsible wealthy (vss. 8,11-12,18-23), vs. 13
culminates in proclamation o f the coming judgment in an unusually explicit reference
to exile (vss. 13-17).1 In order to emphasize the great reversal in the lives o f those
who “have rejected the law o f the LORD o f hosts, and have despised the word of the
Holy One o f Israel” (vs. 24), the picture o f captivity is specified and reinforced by two
technical terms, 21H (“hunger,” “famine”) and KDS (“thirst”). The judgment
description o f vs. 13 is continued, elaborated, and arranged progressively further in
vss. 14-17. Both clauses in vs. 14, “Sheol has opened wide its throat” and “enlarged
its mouth without limit,” are parallel and synonymous, as can be seen below:
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At the same time, both expressions contribute to the intensification o f the theme and to
the climax o f the consequences o f Yahweh’s judgments. Moreover, here inanimate
things are personified and “this is to show the great mortality of that day.”2
It is important to note that the verb T O T n n (“opened wide”), like the
verb nj?a (“to go into exile”) in vs. 13,3 is in the perfect tense and may be regarded as
a prophetic perfect,4expressing “facts which are undoubtedly imminent, and,

^ ee also vss. 9-10; 25-30.
2Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 864-866.
3William C. Graham, “Notes on the Interpretation o f Isaiah 5:1-14,” AJSL 45
(October 1928-M y 1929): 167-178.
4GK, p. 312-313 (sec. 106n); p. 333 (sec. 112s).
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therefore, in the imagination o f the speaker, already accomplished.”1Moreover, the
message of the prophet refers not to life continuation in the underworld or survival in
Sheol, but focuses on judgment, death, and the grave.
In this highly allegorical description, Sheol is characterized by anatomical
terms as having ©S3 (“throat,”) and HS (“mouth”), which are parallel concepts and
are used metonymically. One o f the inherent functions o f ©S3 is swallowing, which
•y

in the current relationship to Sheol results in death.

The verb 2111 (“open wide”),

with Sheol as subject, is in the causative stem and functions to emphasize the spatial
aspect o f her “throat.”3 Sheol is in full readiness to “swallow” the dead ones.
The other term HS as a metaphor for an opening or hole is used in the same
figurative sense as ©£33. The image o f Sheol with wide-open mouth refers to its
ability to receive instantly those who will perish in captivity. Moreover, the verb "1333

1Edward J. Young, The Book o f Isaiah, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1997), 1:214, has diagrammed vss. 14-15 as follows:
vs. 14 nZ lT nn simple prophetic perf., “will enlarge.”
n iP D I
vs. 15

coordinate perf., with wow con]., “and will open wide.”

nnn

coordinate perf., with waw con]., “and they will go down.”

nm

impf. suggesting consequences, “and will be bowed down.”

b s© s3 impf. suggesting consequences, “and they will be humbled.’

na*pBm

vivid simple impf., “are being humbled.”

2See Hos 2:5; Jonah 2:6; Westermann, “© S3” TLOT, 2:743-759; Horst
Seebass, “©S3,” TDOT, 9:497-539.
3Louis Jonker, U2U1 ” NIDOTTE, 3:1090-1092; William White, “211*1”
TWOT, 2:840-841.
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(“open wide”) in the phrase ITS rnj?21 (“and enlarged its mouth”) creates a forceful
figure o f the grave and death that may occur at any time.1 Even today, the
implications o f the figure are in force, namely, every newly dug-out grave has its
“wide-open mouth,” impatiently waiting to swallow up its corpses.
The imagery o f the enormity o f death and the grave, depicted as “enlarged
throat” and “wide-open mouth,” is not only reinforced and intensified but also
dominated and finalized by the key verb TT1 (“and down will go”). What is more,
the term T T points to the cause and consequences o f the exile and provides an
explanation why Sheol’s mouth is wide-opened. In the given context Sheol is
personified, pictured as alive, and ready to have its own “banquet,” which is
interlocked with such expressive imagery as 'TT! (“and down will go”) "1*111
(“splendor”), ]iO n (“multitude”),

(“din,” “uproar”), and T^S? (“exultant”).

Furthermore, the expression IT 2 71*11731 reminds one o f the parallel texts in the
Torah where “the earth/ground opened its mouth”2 to swallow its victims and served
as a synonymous designation for the grave.3

'in the Hebrew Scriptures the term occurs only four times: Job 16:10; 29:23;
Ps 119:13; Isa 5:14. Victor P. Hamilton, “1172,” NIDOTTE, 3:652-653. It should also
be noted that “the perfect with waw consecutive express a definite assurance or
expectation. The coordination of the two perfects is somewhat loose and usually
occurs when the reference is not to some definite or specific act but to that which may
take place at any time.” Young, The Book o f Isaiah, 1:212-213.
2Gen 4:11; Num 16:30,32; 26:10; Deut 11:6.
3See the discussion on Num 16:30,33 above.
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It should also be noted that in the broader context the phrases HIPP
deeds o f Yahweb,” vs. 12) and T*T
parallel to

(“the

(4tthe work of His hands,” vs. 12) are

(“His work,” vs. 19) and S n ff f ’ © lip TOS? (“the plan of the

Holy One of Israel,” vs. 19), and allude to niPP i n y

rm n |~ D K l (“but ifYahweh

creates a creation,” Num 16:30), which is also in the context of Yahweh’s deeds,
judgment, and Sheol1 Thus, “the deeds o f Yahweh” in vs. 12, except creation,
redemption, preservation, etc., refer to the coming judgment, when the rebellious
nation will be exiled and suffer death, that is, *TT1 (“and will go down”) to Sheol, the
■j

place o f the dead, or the grave.
The fact that Sheol means only the grave can also be clarified and
•i

demonstrated by means o f the following structural outline:
A

Sheol feeds on the sinners
B The sinners are humbled
B1 Yahweh is exalted
A 1 Flocks feed on the ruins o f the sinners’ dwellings

(vs.
(vs.
(vs.
(vs.

14)
15)
16)
17)

If in vs. 13 the rebellious people are described as dying from hunger and thirst,
then in vs. 14 they are portrayed as “going down” to Sheol. Vss. 15-16 of this
structure are important as they contain the contrast-dominant theme for vss. 8-30,

^ ild b erg er, Isaiah 1-12, 202-204.
2Compare with Isa 22:1-25; 28:7, 8 , 14-22; 32:9-14; 56:12. Oswalt, The Book
o f Isaiah, 160-161. For the classification o f the deeds (^173) and the work (TOOT)
see Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 71.
3Adopted and slightly modified from Chisholm, “Structure, Style, and the
Prophetic Message,” 52-53.
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namely, during His judgments the carousers are humiliated (vs. 15), but Yahweh is
exalted (vs. 16).1 The “feeding on” pattern used in vs. 14 recurs in vs. 17. It
summarizes the outcome of Yahweh’s judgments in the striking but self-explanatory
imagery o f the flocks, which are feeding among the ruins o f their former estates (vs.
17). According to vss. 25-30, this total devastation which brought death to the rebels
andn’m n n i p

n r n s ? q n ^ a (“left their corpses like refuse in the streets”) was

carried out by the Assyrian army.
Finally, it should be remembered that the focal feature o f the term Sheol in the
current text, incorporating figurative statements o f hyperbole and metaphor, results in
a real climactic intensification and in the ultimate resolution. As the consequences of
Yahweh’s judgments the carousers die unchanged. They “go down” to Sheol in the
character they had developed on this earth, still spiritually insensitive and all unready
to meet Yahweh. There is nothing in the text nor in the passage that would suggest
any kind o f consciousness o f the carousers after they “go down” to Sheol. Moreover,
this animated description o f Sheol, as having “opened wide its throat” and “enlarged
its mouth without limit,” does not contain any allusion to “a country under the earth”
either.3 It should be noted that T. Willis, A. Motyer, and other commentators on Isa

1The contrast echoes the “Day of the Lord” oracle o f chap. 2. See Joseph
Jensen, Isaiah 1-39, OTM (Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1984), 78. See also the
covenant curses in Deut 28.
Willis, Isaiah, 133-134; Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and
Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), 64; Harris, “The
Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 133.
Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 92-93.
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5:14 are right, as they see In the Hebrew term Sheol in this passage only the grave or
simply the place o f the dead and nothing more.1

Isa 7:11
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Ask for yourself a sign from Yahweh your God; as deep as Sheol
or as high as heights.2

Text Unit and Its Genre
There is no general agreement concerning the structural outline of chap. 7:1-25
because it comprises a quite complicated system o f specific thematic and literary
elements and arrangement. On the other hand, there is a consensus that chap. 7
consists o f two major episodes, thus forming two basic units. It is obvious that 7:1025 depend on vss. 7:1-9. This dependence between the episodes is recognized by the
introductory speech formula, "lDN1? ?HK"Sk “133 nirP

(“and again

^ohn T. Willis, Isaiah (Austin, TX: Sweet Publishing Co., 1980), 133-134;
Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah,IV, Tramp, Primitive Conceptions, 105,194, 199;
Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 133.
2TMs verse like the previous one contains some translation problems. The
verbs pQPH and
may take either imperative or infinitive forms in the Hiphil
stem. MT reads nSl*© “please ask it.” However, the reading with another vowel
nbm meaning “Sheol” with a directive Ht is widely recognized since it fits the
contrast with “heights.” See Watts, Isaiah, 1-33, 96; Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12; 285;
GKC 114n.
3Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 287-288.
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Yahweh spoke to Ahaz, saying”).1 The encounter between Isaiah and Ahaz is the
central point of the first episode (vss. 1-9).
One o f the possible ways to determine the structure of the second episode is to
look at the outline of the speech formulas. Consequently, vss. 10-25 can be split into
three subunits : (1) the report o f Yahweh’s/Isaiah’s first address to Ahaz (vss. 10-11),
(2) the report o f Ahaz’s response (vs. 12), and (3) the report of Yahweh’s/Isaiah’s
second address to Ahaz (vss. 13-25).3 According to A. Motyer, the arrangement of
vss. 1-17 around the theme o f trust outlines and enforces the main point, which
reaches its climax in vss. 10-12:4
A

The house of David threatened (vss. 1-2)
B
Isaiah’s son: the plans o f the northern powers (vss. 3-6)
C The Lord’s word o f assurance (vss. 7-9)
D
The response o f unbelief (vss. 10-12)
C1 The Lord’s sign o f judgment (vss. 13-15)
B1
The virgin’s son: the destruction of the northern powers (vs. 16)
A1 The house of David destroyed (vs. 17)
The overarching genre o f chap. 7 is report, or more precisely, account.5 The

prophetic announcement of a sign, which appears in the context o f the report o f a
dialogue (7:1-25), introduces it as the secondary genre. Vss. 10-17 are written in the
third-person narrative form and identify Yahweh as the speaker. However, the firstperson perspective indicates that in fact Isaiah is Yahweh’s mouthpiece. This segment
'Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 143.
2For other analyses see Watts, Isaiah 1-33,78-110; Oswalt, Isaiah 1 -3 9 ,192196, 202-204; Yehoshua Gitay, Isaiah and His Audience: The Structure and Meaning
o f Isaiah 1-12 (Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1991), 128-145.
3For detailed analysis o f structure see ibid., 143-148.
4Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 80-81.
5Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,148.
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can be considered either as autobiographical material or as the third-person narrative.1

Exegetical Notes
In an attempt to inspire faith in Ahaz, Yahweh speaks to him through Isaiah
for the second time (vss. 10-12). Yahweh challenges Ahaz to ask for a sign in order
that he might have confidence in His words concerning
(“Pekah”),

Q ^ W n ET-nKH rVOJT

(“Rezin”) and npD

(“these two smoldering

stumps of firebrands,” 7:4).2 Yahweh confronts Ahaz verbally, defying him
to make his request 'fpnbx HlIT OOT (“from Yahweh your God”)
n a n ix n b k w p a » n (“as deep as Sheol or as high as heights,” vs. 11).
Scholars interpret the term Sheol inconsistently. P. Johnston sees in the
combination of the stem p O P with Sheol (depths of Sheol) a reference to the
underworld.

H. Leupold explains that Sheol means “the netherworld, or the

hereafter,” and relates it to “the sign granted to King Saul when Samuel reappeared
from the realm o f the dead (1 Sam 28:11).”4 The Interpreters Bible defines Sheol as

'ibid., 148-164.
2The purpose o f the sign is to revive Ahaz’s faith and persuade him not to fear
(vs. 4), but to put Ms trust entirely in Yahweh’s power (vs. 9). In vs. 14 Isaiah gives
Ahaz another sign, wMch reveals his unbelief and means disaster for Ahaz. Franz J.
Helfineyer, T)iK,” TDOT, 1:167-188. Compare Exod 4:8; 7:8; Num 16:38; Deut
6:22; 13:2; Judg 6:14,17-18, 38-40; 1 Sam 2:34; 10:7,9; Isa 8:3,4, 18; 38:7; Jer
44:29; Ezek 12:6.
3Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 121.
Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition o f Isaiah 1-39,2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1968), 154. Saul’s meeting with the witch o f Endor and the appearance o f Samuel
after death as a shadowy figure will be discussed in Excursus 2.
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“the world of the dead.”1
First o f all, it should be noted that in vs. 11 the form of the term Sheol is totally
different from anything seen up till here in the Hebrew Scripture. The spelling of the
term n b m has confused many scholars and affected their understanding and
interpretation o f the term.2 Usually, the regular pausal form for the term blRO is
n S iR ^ .3 However, in Isa 7:11, the word is in an intermediate pause
which is unique, namely,

It seems that the purpose o f such orthography is to

create a phonetic assonance with
Furthermore, Yahweh’s challenge to Ahaz in vs. 11 contains two verbal
phrases which function as antithetic parallels,
depths of Sheol”) and
pjDSin and

pQilH (“lit., make it to the

(lit., “make it high upwards”).5 Both verbs

are Hiph. inf. absolutes and express a determination of

Robert B. Y. Scott and George G. D. Kilpatrick, “’The Book o f Isaiah 1-39,”
B (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 5:217. Compare with Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 87.
2Joseph A. Alexander, Commentary on the Prophecies o f Isaiah (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1953), 164-165; Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the
Prophecies o f Isaiah, 2 vols. (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1872), 1:170-172;
Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12,285; Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39,202.
3See discussion on Gen 37:35 and 42:38.
4Jolion, A Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew, 1:107, par. 32c; GKC, par. 29u.
5It is also possible to see the verb pDPH as imperative, “let it be deep as
Sheol” John Joseph Owens, Analytical Key to the Old Testament, 4 vols. (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1989-1991), 4:21. However, none of the following translations “as
deep as Sheol,” “make it to the depths of Sheol,” “let it be deep as Sheol,” or “make it
high upwards,” “high as heaven,” “as high as heaven,” etc., seem to capture the frill
meaning of the Hebrew text.
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adverbial/qualifying denotation.1 In this antithetical construction
to

is contrasted

and pJ3P* is opposite to * 3 2 n .2 The basic meaning o f the adverb

with the directional * y and preposition b in the phrase

* 3 3 * , is to

emphasize the direction upwards.3 In brief, this is a figure o f speech, a merism that
employs two extremes with the purpose of including all the areas between them.
Generally the root *33 is rendered as “height” or “high.” Correspondingly,
the finite verb *33 reflects its original meaning, “to be high,” “make high” with an
inherent antithetic attribute in relation to the word pQS? (“to be deep”).4 The verb
p]357* serves to simply define more precisely the subsequent noun n b m

with a

directional * t, thus emphasizing downward direction. Exactly the same functional
principles are true and should be applied in regard to the opposite expression, namely,
n aan “make it high upwards.”5 The contrast drawn between the heights o f
heaven and the depths o f Sheol puts emphasis not only on the spatial dimension,

'John Huesman, “Finite Uses of the Infinitive Absolute,” Bibtica (Bib) 37
(1956): 271-285; idem, “The Infinitive Absolute and the Waw + Perfect Problem,” Bib
37 (1956): 410-434.
2“p b P ” BDB, 770; Julius Fuerst, Hebrew & Chaldee Lexicon to the Old
Testament: With an Introduction, Giving a Short History o f Hebrew Lexicography,
trans. Samuel Davidson (London: Williams & Norgate, 1867), s.v. “pDl? ”
3ub m ” BDB, 751.
4Richard Hentschke, “* 33,” TDOT, 2:356-360; “* 3 3 / BDB, 146-147; Gary
V. Smith and Victor P. Hamilton, “*33y ” NIDOTTE, 1:797-799.
5See Jer 49:8,30; Ronald B. Allen, “p b P ,” TWOT, 2:678-679.
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which is vertical and endless, but also specifies Yahweh’s omnipotence and
sovereignty.1 On the other hand, both concise expressions, “as deep as Sheol” and “as
high as heights,” are forceful in terms of their allusion to extremities or limits. How
deep is Sheol/grave? It is known today that some o f “the Royal Tombs at Ur
excavated by Wooley were 30 feet deep.” Is that the depth Yahweh means? Then
the reference from Sheol shifts to the vertical dimension, “as high as heights,” which
includes knowledge that cannot be comprehended.
In other words, the message is clear; Ahaz is invited to choose any
extraordinary thing or occurrence in the entire space o f creation, from the lowest part
of Sheol to the highest part o f the heavens.3 Yahweh made this offer to strengthen
Ahaz’s faith.
Unfortunately, instead o f trusting in Yahweh’s protection, Ahaz regarded
Tiglath-pileser o f Assyria as the answer to his dilemma.4 The king set “the power of
man above the power o f God.”5 Ahaz declined Yahweh’s offer to ask for a sign (7:12)

1The same idea is found in Deut 32:22; Job 11:8; Pss 86:13; 139:8.
2Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 130; Rachel Hachfili, “Burials,”
Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD), 6 vols., ed. David Noel Freedman (New York:
Doubleday, 1992), 1:785-794; Barton J. Payne, “Burial,” ISBE, ed. Geoffrey W.
Bromiley et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979-1988), 1:556-561.
3Edward J. Kissane, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39 (Dublin: Browne and Nolan,
1941), 87.
4See 2 Kgs 16.
5Page H. Kelley, “Isaiah,” The Broadman Bible Commentary (BBC), 12 vols.,
ed. Clifton J. Allen (Nashville: Broadman, 1971), 5:214.
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because he refused to see the crisis in any terms other than military and political.1
pQPH and Tlbmb rQSH, in the

Finally, both antithetical phrases,

context of a sign, reveal Yahweh’s supremacy over the whole universe. The elements
of contrast strengthen the spatial aspect and point to Yahweh as the only source of
trust. It is very clear that the reference to Sheol in this passage has nothing to do with
necromancy, the dead, or the souls continuing their miserable existence in some
shadowy underworld. Moreover, any idea o f death as such is entirely absent in the
text. Even if one takes pDSJH as the qualifier o f

, the term means only the

grave and can be rendered “as deep as the grave,” or “to the depth o f the grave.”2 The
employment o f the diametrical opposites “deep” and “high,” Sheol and “heights”
indicates the totality of Yahweh’s all-encompassing control over entire cosmos,
including the sphere o f death.3

Isa 14:9, 11,15
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*Gene Rice, “A Neglected Interpretation o f the Immanuel Prophecy,” ZAW 90
(1978): 220-227.
2See a similar case discussed in Deut 32:22.
3See also Job 11:8; Pss 86:13; 139:8.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
9 Sheol from beneath is stirred up1 because of you,
to meet you at your coming.
It rouses for you Rephaim, all the chief ones2 of the earth;
It raises3 from their thrones all the kings of the nations.
11 Down to Sheol is brought your pomp, and the music o f your harps.4
Under you is spread5 the maggot, and your covers are worms.
15 Only to Sheol you shall be brought down, to the deepest pit.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Before turning to the structure o f the current passage, it should be recalled that
chap. 14 belongs to the composite unit which may be entitled as God’s Judgments on
the Nations (13:1-23:18).6

'The LXX has eniKpdvGri (“to cause to become bitter,” “make bitter”). The
Vulgate has conturbatus est (“is confused”). In English the feminine verb TOT is
rendered as “moved” (KJV); “excited” (NASB, NKJV); “astir” (NIV, NJB).
2Literally, the noun
means “he-goats” or “rams.” In Zech 10:3 the word
is coupled with “shepherds.” The term is often applied to human leaders as a
designation o f power and authority (Jer 30:8).
3According to Watts, Isaiah 1-33,206, the form of the verb TTUtf (“roused
up”) is not Polel pf. but rather Polel inf. abs. (“rouse oneself,” “awake”). For this
reason,
should also be indicated as Hi. inf. abs., namely, EPpn (“raised up”).
(“your harps”) appear in DSS!sa as
which could mean “your
disgrace” or “your corpse.” See “723, *223,” and ‘71*223,” BDB, 614, 615.
5The verb J73F is in Ho. impf. and its sense is parallel to Y ’CDDl (“and your
covers”).
6The block is clearly marked o ff by tenfold K&Q (“burden,” “utterance,”
“oracle”). See 13:1; 14:28; 15:1; 17:1; 19:1; 21:1; 2l":ll; 21:13; 22:1, and 23:1, which
are followed by a place name, for example, 7 2 2 RtSft (“The oracle concerning
Babylon”). The basic structure is clear:
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The structure o f chap. 14 is thematically demarcated by a string o f images that
focus on the end o f the tyrant and culminate in the murder of his sons and the
devastation o f Babylon. Because o f this specific setting, the chapter can easily be
divided into smaller units and subunits.1 Very interesting and insightful is Motyer’s
chiastic structure, which consists of four parts. Two of them, A and A 1, describe the
events taking place on the earth, while the other two, B and B,1focus on Sheol:2
Reactions (vss. 4b-10)
^
A Earth’s reaction to the end o f oppression (vss. 4b-8)
"
;
B Sheol’s reaction to the arrival of the king (vss. 9-11) 4-> I
Contrasts (vss. 11-15)
> ;
B1 Not the apex o f heaven, but the depth of Sheol (vss. 12-15) ^
;
A1 Expectation and reality. No continuance o f tomb or line (vss. 16-23) <?
According to this outline, vss. 9,11, and 15, where the term Sheol occurs,
belong to two different subunits (vss. 9-11 and vss. 12-15).3 However, for the

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Oracle against Babylon
Oracle against Philistia
Oracle against Moab
Oracle against Damascus
Oracle against Egypt
Oracle against the Wilderness o f the Sea
Oracle against Dumah
Oracle against Arabia
Oracle against Valley o f Vision
Oracle against Tyre

13:1-14:27
14:28-32
15:1-16:14
17:1-18:7
19:1-20:6
21:1-10
21:11-12
21:13-17
22:1-25
23:1-18

For detailed discussions on the structure and its variations see Sweeney, Isaiah
1-39,212-213; Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 131-135; Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah
1-39, 296-301.
*See Watts, Isaiah 1 -33,184-195; Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,218-221.
2Adopted with some minor changes. See Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 143.
3See also Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, CC (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress,
1997), 50-53.
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purpose of this study they will be treated as one unit, because both entities
complement each other in an enriching and illustrative way and are tied together
thematically and verbally.
The term

defines the genre o f the whole block (13-14). The instruction

of Yahweh to take up the taunt song (rwn ^JOSH)1 against the king o f Babylon in
14:3-23 puts an emphasis on two diametrically opposite aspects, namely, the
restoration o f Israel and destruction o f Babylon. The taunt song is cast in the form of
a dirge and its purpose is to mourn the death o f the Babylonian king.2 As a dirge it
contains specific elements which are characteristic to this genre, as for example,
particle intejjjection

(“alas,” “how,” vss. 4,12), the 3/2 qtnd meter, and

contrasting comparisons o f the past glory with the present tragedy.
On the one hand, the song uses various elements found in a lament for the
dead. On the other, the mourning is cast in such a way as to convey mockery. O.
Eissfeldt calls Isa 14:4-21 “the most powerful prophetic dirge which we possess in the
Old Testament,” “the most precious o f all Old Testament poems,” and designates it as
a “mocking prophetic funeral dirge,”3 but for H. Jahnow it is a parody on a lament for
the dead.4

'Compare the usage o f ^120 (“parable,” “mocking saying”) in the following
texts: Num 21:27; Isa 37:22-29; 28:14; Ezek 19:1-4; 27:2-10, 25-36; 28:12-19;
31:1-18; Mic 2:4.
2Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,227-229.
3Eissfeidt, The Old Testament: An Introduction, 96-97.
4Hedwig Jahnow, Das Hebraische Leichenlied im Rahmen der Volkerdichtung
(Giessen: A. Topelmann, 1923), 239-256.
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Exegetical Notes
In order to be able to recognize the central point of the current text, which
would help to identify the nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol, it is
necessary to consider the whole structure of this passage in its framework. Moreover,
one ought to remember that the threefold repetition o f Sheol is entwined in the
composition that is written in the style of a sarcastic lament, which is arranged in such
a manner that when articulated it takes the form o f a song mocking the dead oppressor.
Paradoxically, the dead in Sheol are talking and greeting the arriving dead, just as in
Hollywood’s horror movies.
It is instructive to briefly survey how scholars understand and interpret the
term Sheol in these verses. For instance, A. Davidson argues that “nowhere is Sheol
confounded with the grave, or the word used for the place o f the dead body. Sheol is
the place of departed personalities.. . . The personalities crowding there are
powerless, and drowsy, and still, and silent.”1A similar and rather comprehensive
description of Sheol is provided by H. Leupold, “men still exist there.. . . They may
be stirred from their slumber and apathy. But they can be roused only to make a few
remarks.”2 W. Vine points out that Sheol “is not Gehenna, but what the corresponding
Greek word in the New Testament calls Hades.”3 And A. Motyer believes that “the
grave should be Sheol, for it is not the cemetery that is in view but the home of the

1Andrew B. Davidson, The Theology o f the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T. and
T. Clark, 1904), 426-427.
Leupold, Exposition o f Isaiah 1-39, 259.
3He also explains that the term Sheol is “wrongly translated ‘Hell’ and ‘the
grave.’” William E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Commentary on Isaiah (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 1997), 45; Freehof, Book o f Isaiah, 88-89.
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departed in the next world.”1It is also important to note that most o f these scholars use
the word “grave” not in its traditional sense, but as an “opening” in the earth which
serves as an entrance into the so-called underworld or Sheol. Consequently, in spite of
the fact that biblical authorities see in the current verses various messages, they draw
attention, in one way or another, to one common theme, namely, a non-biblical
teaching of the immortality o f soul.
Thus, before exegeting the relevant texts, it is necessary to reemphasize
that it is the song o f death (vss. 9-15) and not o f the continuation of life. It is not
sung at a funeral as such because the oppressor is left without appropriate burial
(vss. 18-20). Moreover, although the spatial, social, and time elements are
pictured in realistic and extremely vivid detail, they do not present objective reality
in its original, literal, or exact sense. In other words, the taunt song in the guise of
a lament represents one thing under the image o f another. It is used to emphasize
the danger of arrogance, which is followed by a sudden reversal, and also to unfold
certain theological themes.2 Consequently, in vss. 4-8 the author introduces the
vivid personification o f the earth and the trees o f the forest, which burst forth in

’Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 144.
2Geoffrey W. Grogan, “Isaiah ” EBC, 6:104-105.
3For the discussion o f the garden in Isa 14 and Ezek 31, which was planted on
Lebanon’s mountains by Yahweh, see Fritz Stolz, “Die Baume des Gottesgardens auf
dem Libanon,” ZA W 84 (1972): 141-156; Richard J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain
in Canaan and the Old Testament (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972),
160-168.
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this triumphant song at the news o f the oppressive ruler’s death.1 Next, in vs. 9,
the scene suddenly shifts from the earth to the strikingly realistic imagery of
m , which is personified and represented as a living organism. It is portrayed
as n n n (“stirred up”), ready n X lp S (“to meet”), 1TIP (“it rouses”), and n ? n
(“it raises”).
The progressing tension, excitement, and commotion of the song are
partially due to the change o f physical location and introduction o f principally new
social elements and bizarre characters. This is obvious from vs. 9, which describes
the totality of the dead in Sheol in a specific order where they belong to one of the
three major groups. Thus, the dead are arranged and distinguished as (!) D'KEn
(“the dead ones”), (2) f
earth”), and (3)DJD

’TIFIir1^ (“all the chief ones [he-goats] of the
b'2 (“all the kings o f the nations”).

As noted, the first group in the list o f the dead is introduced with the technical
2

term D^KET], which in the context o f death occurs eight times in the Hebrew
'The phrase in vs. 7, HS") TI2SS (“break into singing”), is found in Isaiah in
two more verses, 44:23 and 49:13. See also Isa 24:9,14,16; 25:5; 26:1, 19; 48:20;
54:1; 55:1,12.
2The etymology and the original meaning of the term “Rephaim” are subject to
controversy. The derivation o f the substantive is uncertain, and none of the existing
theories is convincing. The etymology o f the term is usually explained as derived
either from the verb HD")
”h e a l “make healthful,” “restore,” or
from the verb HS"),
T T
•
7 T
which would mean “be weak,” “to sink down,” “relax,” “let drop,” “be disheartened.”
Concerning its etymological problems, usage, and meaning, see Michael L. Brown,
‘TPKSn,” NIDOTTE, 3:1173-1180. His article also provides a long list o f interesting
bibliographical references. See also Conrad E. L'Heureux, Rank among the Canaanite
Gods: El, Ba ’al, and the Rephaim (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979), 111-223;
Edward Lipinski, “Dltanu,” in Studies in Bible and Ancient Near East (Jerusalem: E.
Rubinstein's Publishing House, 1978), 91-110; John Gray, “The Rephaim,” Palestine
Exploration Quarterly (PEQ) 81 (1949): 127-139; Friedrich Schwally, Das Leben
nach dem Tode: nach den Vorstellungen des alien Israel und des Judentums
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Scriptures and always exclusively in poetic passages.1 Because o f space limitations,
the discussion on this crucially important and controversial term will be restricted to
only a few of its most significant and applicable points pertaining to the subject.
Furthermore, there is a serious problem of the interpretive expansions and
applications of the term

which can be more clearly demonstrated by means of

a comparison of its various translations. For instance, in different Bible versions the
term is rendered as “the shades” (NRSV, NAB), “the ghosts” (NRB), “the spirits”
(NIV), “the spirits ofthe dead” (NASB, NAUB), and “the dead” (NKJV, ASV).2
These diverse translations, while determining the meaning o f the word □, X£n,
point to a methodologically questionable approach and too extensive dependence
upon the Ugaritic data.3
einschliesslich des Volksglaubem im Zeitalter Christi, eine biblisch-theologische
Untersuchung (Giessen: J. Ricker, 1892), 48, 64; Johnson, The Vitality o f the
Individual, 89-90; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 176-180; Marvin H. Pope, “Notes
on the Rephaim Texts from Ugaritic,” in Essays on the Ancient Near East in Memory
o f Jacob Joel Finkelstein, ed. Maria De Jong Ellis (Hamden, CT: Archon Books,
1977), 163-182.
!Isa 14:9; 26:14,19; Job 26:5; Ps 88:11; Prov 2:18; 9:18; 21:16.
2Generaily, the standard dictionaries make distinction between Rephaim I to
denote the shades o f the dead, and Rephaim II to make reference to an ancient race of
giants. The term occurs in Gen 14:5; 15:20; Deut 2:10-11,20-21; 3:13; Josh 15:8;
18:16; 2 Sam 5:18, 22; 23:13; Isa 14:9; 17:5; 26:14,19, etc. The expression “Valley
of the Rephaim” is found in Josh 15:8; 2 Sam 5:18,22; 23:13; 1 Chr 11:15; 14:9; Isa
17:5. See an insightful study on the term Rephaim by Rosenberg, “The Concept of
Biblical Shed,” 193-218.
3lh e uses o f the term D’KETl, in Ugarit, for giants and for the dead, should
remain open, and it is too dangerous to impose them on the biblical text. Wildberger
suggests that the term D^KDT might be related to the root HEP) (“sleep”), thus fitting
the content of the text. See Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, 60-62; Watts, Isaiah 1-33,209;
William White, “H S l,” TWOT, 2:858-859. It could also be related to HD1
(“whither,” “collapse”); compare Isa 5:24 with the Niphal form which has the idea of
“inactive” in Exod 5:8,17.
T

T

T
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There are several significant factors which help one to better understand why
the NKJV and ASV have rendered the term
term ETKEn is parallel to |H R

•

T

:

as “the dead.” First of all, the

(“all the chief ones ofthe earth”) and

D;i3 'Ol?D b'D (“all the kings o f the nations”) all of whom once ruled the nations but
now are dead. Second, in a broader context, in Isa 26,14, the word D^RST is parallel
to OTlD (“the dead”), and vs. 19 contains an entire string o f synonyms standing side
by side with Rephaim: ^ n O (“your dead”) —*• T f a 3 (“my corpse”)
(“dwellers in the dust”) —» D*,RD") (“Rephaim,” “the dead”).3 These examples show
that the word CPRD“I functions as a general term, not as a specific one, to describe all
the dead in Sheol.2 In other words, the term

can function as a synonym for

“the dead” and also as the reversed parallelism to form biRO = D^REn structure.
Against this background o f the current discussion it is noteworthy to quote the words
of White, who affirms: “It is clear that this ancient quasi-mythologica! term was used
merely to satisfy the requirements o f Hebrew poetic structure and in no way indicates
any specific connotation to the root fp a ’im other than as a synonym for ‘the dead’ and
‘the place o f the dead.”’3 Although, according to the text, a certain amount of

1Other parallelisms are found in Job, Psalms, and Proverbs and will be
discussed in the next chapter. See also an article by Angel Manuel Rodriguez, “Is
There a ‘World of the Dead’”? Adventist Review, April 8, 2004, 29.
2Rodriguez, 29.
3White, ‘7 m , ” 2:858.
T

T
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dynamism and even intellectual capacity are ascribed to the Rephaim, they serve only
as a means for intensification o f a literary effect of the main theme and no more.
Another term deserving brief attention is the word expressing action, K13
(“come,” “enter”). The form

(“your coming”) in vs. 9 is used in a metaphorical

sense and excludes a literal interpretation which implies a notion that Sheol is a place
“where happy reunions occur.”1 Consequently, it functions as the parallel verb for
""Tnn and TTIP) (“brought down”) in vss. 11,15 and signifies death. This can also be
illustrated by the following positive and negative references:
f n i x “D ip-Sx ^ 2 3 Kian-K*?
1 Kgs 13:22
your carcass shall not come to the grave o f your fathers
- Qv fcr
p 'b xv n\Tv y: iTT
' b: k / t r h 1?
for he only o f Jeroboam shall come to the grave
t

-

:

1 Kgs i4:i3
^

The verb K13 (“come,” “arrive”) contains not only a death-burial idea but also
nuances o f the applied judgment.2
In brief, the symbolic and prophetic language of the parable (b©D) pictures
the grave as a place where “the chief ones o f this earth” and “the kings of the nations”
are found after their death. The tyrant is visualized as being already dead and as
being met by the kings who are already in the grave. All three groups o f the dead act
amazed that even the cruel oppressor was unable to escape death, and in vs. 10 all of
!Stadeimanji, The Hebrew Conception, 174.
2See also Gen 15:15. In Isa 57:2, the expressions DlSlD K1IP (“enter into
peace”) and Djni232fp"bp T O P (“they rest on their beds”) are parallel phrases
describing death o f the righteous. Horst Dietrich Preuss, “X13,” TDOT, 2:20-49.
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them declare, FlbtfO?

(“you have become like us”), which means, you are

dead, too.
Furthermore, vs. 11 continues the taunt song by contrasting and mirroring two
fundamentally opposite realities and elements from two different topographical sites.1
The first reality is characterized by recalling the essentials characteristic to the
oppressor’s luxurious lifestyle,

(“your pomp,” “exaltation,” “pride”) and

^■^03 JTDn (“the music [sound] o f your harps”). The second reality is sharply
focused on the description o f the once mighty king of Babylon, who is dead and in the
grave.
Two feminine nouns designating corruption and decay, H
Q") (“maggot”) and
(“worm”), play an important explanatory role concerning the term Sheol by
introducing an appalling but realistic picture o f a decomposing corpse covered with
worms. The word niSH occurs only seven times in the Hebrew Scriptures,2 and apart
from Exodus references, it always serves as “a metaphor for death and the grave” and
-2
also as “a graphic image for the judgment o f death.” Especially it refers to “the grave
with corpses.”4 Another word,

(“worm,” “maggot”), functions as a synonym

Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39, 319-320.
2It always describes decay: Exod 16:24; Job 7:5; Isa 14:11; Job 17:14; 21:26;
24:20; 25:6. William White, “H D l ” TWOT, 2:850; “H m ,” BDB, 942.
3August H. Konkel, “DDR,” N1DOTTE, 4:1125-1126. Houtman points out that
the presence o f worms “is the cause and a sign of decay.” Houtman, Exodus, 1:142.
4wnG n,” HALOT,3 3:1241.
T
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and is a parallel term for HD"). According to BDB, the phrase n p b iD ^pODfil (“and
your covers are worms”) should be understood as “worms covering the dead in the
grave,”1 whereas H Dl as the subject of the verb S73T (in Ho. lit. “to be spread out as a
bed”) describes the process o f decomposition by employing “worm, as couch for king
of Babylon.”2
In view o f this discussion there is nothing here that would contribute to the
teaching concerning some miserable and shadowy existence in the underworld. It is
clear that by Sheol the prophet means the grave. This position is best presented by
Bullinger, who summarizes vss. 9-11 in the following words: “Dead people in the
grave are represented as speaking. And Sheol or the grave is represented as being
moved and stirred. That it is the grave is clear from the reference to the ‘worms.’”
In vss. 12-15 the taunt song continues its progression with the introduction of a
totally new and spectacular imagery. The shift o f location and action from Sheol to
heaven (vss. 12-14) and back to Sheol (vs. 15) illuminates the deadly consequences o f
a king’s arrogance and pride, which are clearly outlined in the following structure:4

’“n e o n ,” BDB, 492;

HALOT, 4:1702.

2“1IT,”BDB, 426; “J7S\” HALOT, 2:428.
3Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 866.
4The basic structure is adopted and modified from the article o f Willem S.
Prinsloo, “Isaiah 14:12-15-Humiliation, Hubris, Humiliation,” ZA W 93 (1981): 432438. Concerning some insightful and detailed structural observations, an analysis of
the pride motif, and many other pertaining to the topic issues, see Jose M. Bertoluci,
“The Son o f the Morning and the Guardian Cherub in the Context o f the Controversy
between Good and Evil” (Th.D. dissertation, Andrews University, 1985), esp. 146296.
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“in tf-p b b 'n mOTO n b sa t x
How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son o f dawn!
“ A t

I V

J “

•*

* V~ T

*

T

: / -

*F

I V*

vs.12

n ' i r h v W hin r n k b Funaa
How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low!
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I will raise my throne above the stars of God;
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And I will sit upon the mount o f congregation
on the heights o f Zaphon;
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I will ascend above the heights o f the clouds;
I will make m yself like the Most High.”
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vs. 15
Only to Sheol you shall be brought down, to the deepest Pit.
\ t

:

v
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These verses also allude to Satan, “much like the way the kings o f the line of
David point to Christ.”1 Whatever is the case, the basic idea is very clear. The main
emphasis is on death and not on life. By means o f antithesis and focused picture of
the double obliteration, vss. 12-15 represent a thought-provoking and awe-inspiring

1Grogan, “Isaiah,” EBC, 6:105-106. For different views and arguments
concerning the interpretation o f vss. 12-14 see the appropriate references. Some of
them are: Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, 62-68; Albert Barnes, Isaiah: Notes on the Old
Testament, Explanatory and Practical, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1950), 1:271274; Watts, Isaiah 1-33,209-211; Peter C. Craigie, “Helel, Athtar and Phaethon (Jes
14:12-15),” Z A W 85 (1973): 223-225; John W. McKay, “Helel and the DawnGoddess: A Re-examination o f the Myth in Isaiah XIV 12-15,” VT 20 (1970): 451464; Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “Isa 14:12, HOLES AL G W YM m d Gilgamesh XI,
6,” JBL 99, no. 2 (1980): 173-184; John B. Bums, “Does Helel ‘Go to Hell,’ Isa
14:12-13,” Proceedings o f Great Lakes and Midwest Biblical Society 9 (1989): 89-97;
Prinsloo, “Isaiah 14:12-15-Humiliation, Hubris, Humiliation,” 432-438; William H.
Cobb, “The Ode in Isaiah XIV,” JBL 15 (1896): 18-35.
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description of condemnation of the pride of the tyrant. Three words describe the
problem ofthe king’s fall, ^ 2 3 ^ 3 PHDK HFIK1 (“and you said in your heart”) and
the consequences are demonstrated by the contrast: instead of
ascend to heavens”) CPDSiO

(“I will

(“you are fallen from heavens”). It is

particularly important to note that both vss. 12 and 15 contain the twofold death
description, thus excluding any idea of survival. Instead o f sitting ]1S2 T D T 2
(“on the heights of Zaphon”), O^S3 (“you are fallen”), and

RITTO (“you are

cut down to the earth”), whereas vs. 15 continues the theme by elaborating on vs. 12,

TVin

(“to Sheol you shall be brought down”) and

(“to

the deepest pit”).
The vocabulary o f the phrase VlKlD "HAH (vs. 11) is actually repeated in vs.
15,t t i r b i x t r b x , thus calling attention to the focal point o f the song. The verb
TTIPI (“brought down”) is intensified and clarified by its parallels found in vs. 12:
(“you are fallen”) and iRlHTU (“you are cut down”). The verb ^D3 (“fall,” “be
cast down”) refers to “falling” in death which leads to the grave and results in
restoration o f the cosmic order.1The second term, 3313 (“hew down,” ”cnt o ff’), in

1The majority o f its occurrences in the Hebrew Scripture designate destruction
and death. Seebass, “^S3 ” TDOT, 9:488-497; Allan M. Harman, “^33,” NIDOTTE,
3:129-131; Jonas C. Greenfield, “Lexicographical Notes I,” ffUCA 29 (1958): 215217; Dafydd R. Ap-Thomas, “Notes on Some Terms Relating to Prayer,” VT 6 (1956):
225-241.
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Nif. pf. literally means “to be cut down into pieces” or destroyed.1
Moreover, the term |H t ^ in the phrase

sHlTIM of vs. 12 serves as a

in vs. 15. Though no qualifying or descriptive term is

synonym for

attached to jHX1? and it stands alone, the analysis of the term in its context shows that
it alludes to Sheol.2 The meaning of jH K 5? is explained by the parallel phrases o f vs.
11,^31X3 h i m

TTin and T T in

in vs. 15. Similarly, the words “ISP

and y iK I in the expressions 1DP ’’JplD 333“n ^2Tpn (“awake and sing, O dwellers
in the dust”) and

D^KEST

(“and the earth shall cast forth the dead”) in

Isa 26:19, which are in the context o f epiphany and the resurrection, mean only the
grave (Sheol).3 These conclusions are made in harmony with J. Barr’s words that the
semantic value “has to be determined from current usage and not from derivation.”4
Finally, vs. 15 is the shortest o f all these verses, containing only seven words,
but they are the finalizing ones. The prophet uses parallel expression or the so-called
periphrasis to describe the picture o f death and the grave more completely. Next to
the expression TT1F1

stands its descriptive phrase

(“to the

luJ312” HALOT, 1:180.
2Stadelmann, The Hebrew Conception, 126-130,167; Magnus Ottosson,
TDOT, 1:388-405. For a more detailed discussion on the term, see chapter 2.
3See also Ps 7:6 and Isa 29:4 where both terms "IDP and
Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 23-31.

are used twice.

4Barr, The Semantics o f Biblical Language, 107.
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deepest pit”),1which is similar to that in Ezek 32:23,

(“in the depths of

the pit”).
Before moving on, it is necessary to take a brief look at the masculine noun
“113, which has various meanings, namely, “cistern,” “pit,” “trap,” “dungeon,” etc.,
and occurs sixty-five times in the Hebrew Scriptures.2 However, in twenty-three
occasions, the term 113 serves as a common metaphor for death and the grave.
All of these occurrences are found exclusively in poetical contexts, as is demonstrated
by table 9 below.3
Like the term Sheol

, which functions as the proper noun, the word T i3

referring to the grave, as seen from table 9, has no definite article and is parallel to the
term

six times.4 In fact, it functions not only as a parallel term but often serves

as a synonym o f Sheol. It should be noted that Sheol as the proper noun refers to a
number o f individuals by means o f their common characteristics, thus presenting each
of them. In other words, according to its intrinsic nature, the term Sheol functions as a
pointer to any place of the dead, regardless o f its location, form, or content.

The term PD 'T (“side,” “extreme parts,” “recesses”) is rendered variously:
“to the depths o f the Pit” (NRSV); “to the uttermost parts o f the pit” (ASV), and “to
the lowest depths o f the Pit” (NKJV).
2““ria,” BDB, 92; “113,” HALOT, 1:116; Jack P. Lewis, “'TO,” TWOT, 1:8788; Bryan E. Beyer and Eugene H. Merrill, “133,” NIDOTTE, 1:520-62L
See also the similar term 1K 3 (“well,” “pit”), which out o f 37 occurrences in
the Scripture twice refers to the grave: Pss 55:24 and 69:16. Jean-Georges Heintz,
“3K 3,” TDOT, 1:463-466.
4Isa 14:15; 38:18; Ezek 31:16; Pss 30:4; 88:4; Prov 1:12.
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TABLE 9
OCCURRENCES OF THE TERM "liS REFERRING TO THE GRAVE

Texts
No.
1
Ps 28:1

Translation
with those going down to the pit

Hebrew

m rnu

2

Ps 30:4

from going down to the pit

3

Ps 40:3

he brought me up from the pit o f destruction

4

Ps 88:5

with those who go down to the pit

5

Ps 88:7

in the lowest pit

6

Ps 143:7

with those going down to the pit

7

Prov 1:12

like those going down to the pit

8

Prov 28:17

with the blood o f a soul unto the pit

9

Isa 14:15

to the depth [sides] of the pit

10

Isa 14:19

going down to the stones o f the pit

11

Isa 38:18

those who go down to the pit

12

Lam 3:53

they have cut o ff my life in the pit

13

Lam 3:55

from the depth o f the pit

nisnnn l i a n

14

Ezek 26:20

with those going down to the pit

*rn ^ T r r n x

15

Ezek 26:20

with those going down to the pit

“ris ^ n v - m

16

Ezek 31:14

with/to those going down to the pit

17

Ezek 31:16

with those going down to the pit

-m

18

Ezek 32:18

with those going down to the pit

“ris m r n K

19

Ezek 32:23

to the depth [sides] o f the pit

20

Ezek 32:24

with those going down to the pit

21

Ezek 32:25

with those going down to the pit

22

Ezek 32:29

and with those going down to the pit

23

Ezek 32:30

with those going down to the pit

i

• : st *

p m lis p p^yp
“iis n p v-oy
nisnnn "iins
“iin 'T r o y
“iis
“iis-“iy tfsropa
“nXTOT-^K
“hxppK-bK '-n r
TQ ^-nr
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As an abstract term, occurring mainly in poetical contexts, it does not function against,
in parallel to, in isolation, or in an attempt to neutralize the term ”113.
Moreover, as various proper nouns like Adam, Eve, Abel, and Cain
individually represent totally different and unique persons, all o f whom are united by
one and the same indicator, “humanity,” so the same is true concerning the proper
nouns ^1X©, ]TQ X , and “S13 (only in RSV, NRSV, NKJ), and other entities, which
are unified by common indicators o f death and the place of the dead.1 This
juxtaposition o f both words denotes the place of the dead and even more strengthens
the analogy with the grave. To “go down” to Sheol/pit is to experience the decay o f
the grave, and, according to Bullinger, it means “to be dead and buried.”
However, the taunt song goes on unfolding additional important details
concerning the hated tyrant who made the earth tremble, conquered cities, and refused
to release his prisoners.3 According to vs. 19 he is denied a proper burial, as his
corpse is deserted and dishonored,

nHKl (“but you are cast out,

away from your grave”). And vs. 20 reassures him that FTYDpS DRX in iT X S
(“you will not be joined with them in burial”). Here the basic key vocabulary "Q p
(“grave”), ?TO p (“grave,” “burial”), and 113 in the formula 3i3"^_3X"^X ^T IT

!For a detailed discussion on the distinction between proper and common
nouns see “Theological Implications” in chapter 5.
Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 420.
3Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah, OTL (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
2001), 126-127.
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(“who go down to the stones o f the pit”)1 are synonyms of Sheol and refer back to vss.
9-15. It is obvious, as J. Heintz points out, that the dead are designated as
(“those who go down to the pit”).2 The depiction o f the treatment of the
oppressor’s corpse, the terminological association of “pit,” “going down to the pit,”
and “grave” with Sheol, excludes any “literal description of the condition o f the
wicked dead.”3
In spite o f the fact that the main character of this taunt song is the king of
Babylon, the oppressor (vs. 4), the question should be asked, Who has the real power
to bring down the cruel despot to Sheol?4 Apart from referring to S it (“God”) and
(“Most High”) in vss. 13-14, the reference to m rP in vs. 5 who “has broken
the staff of the wicked, the scepter o f rulers,” is extremely important,5 because it is

mrr whose actions stand behind all the passive verbs o f the subsequent verses.
^ ee table 9, where the formula
occurs 16 times.

(“those who go down to the pit”)

2Heintz, “1X 3,” TDOT, 1:463-466.
3Harris, “Why Hebrew Sheol Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 66.
4For “the king o f Babylon” as a figurative designation for Lucifer see vs. 12,
where the term
is a hapax legomenon and means “shining one” or “brilliant
one.” It comes from the verb bbrt , which basically means “to shine,” “to flash forth
light,” and “to be brilliant.”
5Altogether the proper noun m rP occurs ten times in the current chapter: Isa
14 :1,2 ,3 ,5,22 (2x), 2 3 ,2 4 ,2 7 , and 32. Though, the name m rr is absent in vss. 915, the unit is governed by vs. 5.
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Moreover, the main theme of the song is Yahweh’s victory over the oppressor and
restoration of peace.
Finally, any interpretation o f Isa 14:9-15 which does not take into account the
highly figurative character of the taunt song, like its vivid personification o f Sheol, the
dead ones in it, and the main prophetic message, does not do justice to what the
prophet wanted to convey. The key vocabularly, “Sheol,” “Rephaim,” “coming,”
“going down,” “worms,” “maggots,” “falling,” “cutting down,” “pit,” “grave,”
including parallel terminology, specific verbal expressions, and clarifying descriptive
elements—all this and more are governed by one key word,

(vs. 4), which

puts everything in its proper place.
The prophet speaks as if the oppressor were a corpse ready for burial. In other
words, he viewed his awful future as if this had already happened. What a powerful
way to portray the certainty and horror o f the despot’s demise and the fulfillment of
Yahweh’s promise!1 This passage refers only to the place o f the dead or the grave.

Isa 28:15,18
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’William W. Klein, Craig L. Blomberg, and Robert L. Hubbard, Introduction
to Biblical Interpretation (Dallas, TX: Word Publishers, 1993), 294-296.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
15 Because you have said:
"We have made a covenant with death,
and with Sheol we have an agreement;
When the overwhelming scourge passes through,
it will not come to us;
For we have made lies our refuge,
and in falsehood we have hidden ourselves."
18 And your covenant with death will be annulled,
and your agreement with Sheol will not stand;
When the overwhelming scourge passes through,
then you will be trodden down by it.
■t

Text Unit and Its Genre
There is general consensus that Isa 28:1-29 can stand by itself as a separate
unit, as it is defined by the introductory interjection particle , in (“woe,” “ah,” “alas”)
in vs. 1 and by a matching Yin in chap. 29:1. Scholars also agree that the passage
consists o f four distinct parts (vss. 1-6; 7-13; 14-22, and 23-29).3
1There are two terms, both o f which are problematic, namely, HTin and FATH
in vs. 18. Usually they are translated as “vision” and “seer.” However, none o f them
fits the current context. LXX renders them as ounOpKag (“agreement”) and eAmg
(“hope”). The Targum uses the word
(“peace”). For other variations see Watts,
Isaiah 1-33, 367-368.
Generally the word “IDS means “to cover up,” “to make reconciliation.” Here
it is translated “annulled.” That is why there have been numerous recommendations
for emendation. See Godfrey R. Driver, “’Another Little Drink’—Isaiah 28:1-22,’” in
Words and Meanings: Essays Presented to David Winton Thomas on His Retirement
from the Regius Professorship o f Hebrew in the University o f Cambridge, ed. Peter R.
Ackroyd and Barnabas Lindars (London: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 47-67.
3Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,359-364; Childs, Isaiah, 204; Hans Wildberger, Jesaja
28-39, Biblischer Kommentar Altes Testament (BKAT) (Neukirchen-Vluyn:
Neukirchener Verlag, 1982), 1041-1096; Ronald E. Clements, Isaiah 1-39, NCBC
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 223-234; J. Cheryl Exum, “Whom Will He Teach
Knowledge? A Literary Approach to Isaiah 28,” in Art and Meaning, Rhetoric in
Biblical Literature, ed David J. A. Clines, David M. Gunn, and Alan J. Hauser,
JSOTSup 19 (Sheffield England: University o f Sheffield 1982), 108-139.
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The first consists of a woe oracle directed against the Ephraimite leaders
concerning the Assyrian aggressor. The second is introduced with n^K-DSI (“and
these also”) and contains the prophetic judgment speech against the leaders “who
presume to teach knowledge in Israel.”1 The third structural unit (vss. 14-22) starts
with the introductory preposition

(“therefore”) and is the prophetic judgment

speech against the Judean leadership. The final unit is presented as an allegory o f a
•j

farmer and contains an instruction referring to the duration o f punishment.

Vss. 15-

18 form not only protasis (vs. 15) and apodosis (vss. 16-18) but also a significant
mixed chiastic arrangement, which by itself helps to unfold and illustrate the major
dilemma o f the passage by means of inverted parallelism.4

'Christopher R. Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, BCTP (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1993),
209; Leon J. Liebreich, “The Compilations o f the Book of Isaiah,” JQR 47 (1956):
114-138.
2Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 364.
3The structure is based on the research done by Nils W. Lund, “The Presence
of Chiasmus in the Old Testament,” AJSL 46 (1930): 104-126. See also Kenneth E.
Bailey, “’Inverted Parallelisms’ and ‘Encased Parables’ in Isaiah and their
Significance for OT and NT Translation and Interpretation,” in Literary Structure and
Rhetorical Strategies in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Lenart J. de Regt, Jan de Waard, and
Jan P. Fokkelman (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1996), 14-30. For a more detailed
analysis o f vss. 14-22 see Willem A. M. Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, HCOT (Leuven:
Peeters, 2000), 43.
4Compare with Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 228-229. Beuken also
presents a similar description of a tightly concentric pattern (A-B-C-D-C1-B1-A1)
exhibited in vss. 15-18, which is built by a large number o f repeated words in the
matching segments: vs. ISa-b1and vs. 18, vs. 15b2 and vs. 17b, vs. 16a-b2 and vs.
17a. The center contains the words: “One who trusts will not shake (vs. 16b3).”
Beuken, Isaiah 28-39,42.
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Because you have said, "We have made a covenant with death,
vs. 15
and with Sheol we have an agreement;
when the overwhelming scourge passes through,
it will not come to us;
B a. for we have made lies our refuge,
b. and in falsehood we have hidden ourselves."
a stone for a foundation
vs. 16
C “Behold, I lay in Zion, a tried stone, a precious
cornerstone, a sure foundation;
Therefore, thus says the Lord Yahweh: D He that believes will not be shaken
C1 And I will make justice the line,
vs. 17
and righteousness the plummet;
B1 a. hail will sweep away the refuge of lies,
b. and waters will overwhelm the shelter.”
A1 a. And your covenant with death will be annulled,
vs. 18
b. and your agreement with Sheol will not stand;
c. when the overwhelming scourge passes through,
d. then you will be trodden down by it.

A a.
b.
c.
d.

The overall genre o f this passage is based on the prophetic instruction.1Vss.
14-22 contain the prophetic judgment speech against the rulers in Jerusalem which
incorporates various generic literary elements. For example, the verb WDC (“hear!”)
in vs. 14 functions as a call to attention. Vs. 15 serves as the foundation for an
unusual indictment against the leaders o f Jerusalem who have made the “covenant
with death.” Another element to be mentioned is a messenger speech in vss. 15-20
that focuses on the announcement o f punishment and concludes with the prophet’s
word of warning not to ridicule the message.2

Exegetical Notes
The harsh words of condemnation in this chapter are directed against the
Northern Kingdom, Ephraim (vss. 1-13), and the Southern Kingdom, Judah (vss. 14-

1Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 364.
2Ibid., 366. See Isa 6:11-13; 24.
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29). As Ephraim and Judah are in an identical quandary, Yahweh’s chosen instrument
of punishment for both o f them is also the same.
Isaiah portrays the conditions which provoke Yahweh’s judgments in a rich
figurative language. The prophets, priests, and rulers who should lead the people in
the ways of righteousness are proud and self-indulgent, drunken and perverted, and
their tables are covered with vomit (vss. 1-8). Moreover, they not only reject
instruction (vss. 9-13), but trying to escape the punishment they make “a covenant
with death” and “with Sheol they have an agreement” (vs. 15).
As in previous cases, biblical scholars have various opinions concerning the
reference to Sheol. Though the passage is seemingly straightforward, different ideas
are being read in the text. For instance, A. Motyer asserts that here by the term Sheol
should be understood “not the place o f burial but the abode o f the soul after death.”1
According to J. Oswalt, the “covenant with death” may imply that the leaders “have
engaged in sorcery and have entered into an agreement with the gods of the
•y

netherworld.” But K. Toom and others see in vs. 15 a description o f necromancy,

1Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 233.
2Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39, 516-517; William F. Albright, Yahweh and
the Gods o f Canaan: A Historical Analysis o f Two Contrasting Faiths (London:
Athlone Press, 1968), 139-140; Waylon Bailey, “The Theology of Isaiah,” The
Theological Educator 44 (Fall 1991): 77-84. This interpretation refers to the Hebrew
word HID (“death”), which is also used for the Canaanite god o f the underworld and
infertility. According to A. Stewart, “the covenant with death” involved mythological
language where the cultic personnel were joined to HID in a promissory ritual. See
Alistair C. Stewart, “The Covenant with Death,” ExpT 100 (1989): 375-377.
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namely, an actual covenant with the underworld deities of Mot and Sheol.1
Taking into consideration the above-quoted statements, it is necessary to put a
special emphasis on the key vocabulary and context in order to discover whether the
term Sheol, in the specified context, has any particular application. In the current
case, the meaning o f the word Sheol may be influenced by interaction of other
surrounding terms and thus lead to a totally new function in the given context,
conveying a new message. However, that remains to be seen during this brief
exegesis.
Similar to Isa 14, the references to Sheol (vss. 15,18) are located amid highly
figurative language combining a variety o f literary devices. Vss. 15 and 18 contain
two key terms, HID (“death”) and

which function not only as directly

interrelated concepts but also are personified. The fact that there is a connection
between the words fTO and blK V5 is not surprising, because both o f them refer to the
same domain. Moreover, this parallelism is extended to other words, and can be
demonstrated by a chiastic arrangement.3

'Karel van der Toom, “Echoes o f Judean Necromancy in Isaiah 28:7-22,” ZAW
100 (1988): 199-217; Josef Tropper, Nekromantie: Totenbefragung im Alien Orient
und im Alten Testament (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1989), 326-330;
Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 158-162; W&chter, Der Tod im Alten Testament, 170-171;
Bernhard Duhm, Das Buck Jesaia (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1968),
174; Wildberger, Jesaja 28-39,1073; August Dillmann, Der Prophet Jesaja (Leipzig:
S. Hirzel, 1890), 252; Morris Jastrow, “R6’eh and Hozeh in the Old Testament,” JBL
28 (1909): 42-56; compare with Clements, Isaiah 1:39,230-231; Otto Kaiser, Isaiah
13-39: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 248-254. The
question o f necromancy and spiritualism will briefly be discussed in Excursus 2.
2Christoph Barth, Die Errettung vom Tode in den individuellen Kiage- und
DanHiedem des Alten Testaments (Zollikon: Evangelischer Verlag, 1947), 79.
3Illman, Old Testament Formulas about Death, 148-151; Exum, “Whom Will
He Teach Knowledge?” 123-129.
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Here the word DID not only “represents” h i m , 1 but also functions as its
'j

equivalent and at the same time as the contrast to life. Furthermore, the chiasm
shows that the controversial term n th (“seer,” “vision”) in vs. 15, including ftttn
(“vision”) in vs. 18, which in both verses is translated as “agreement,” serves as a
parallel term to the noun ITH3 (“covenant”).3
Because it is too often affirmed that the phrase “a covenant with death”
provides an explanation o f leaders’ own description o f the pact and serves as the
reference to the pagan god Mot, whose name means “death,”4 the question should be
asked: What kind o f covenant and agreement with death and Sheol are meant here?

W lem an , “ DID,” TLOT, 2:663.
2Illman and Fabry, “FTO,” TDOT, 8:205.
3Alfred Jepsen, “Jim,” TDOT, 4:280-290; Jastrow, “Ro’eh and Hozeh in the
Old Testament,” 42-56.
4The statement concerning “a covenant with death” has been interpreted
variously: (1) As a figurative expression for Assyria. Robertson W. Smith, Prophets
o f Israel and Their Place in History to the Close o f the Eighth Century B.C. (New
York: Appleton, 1897), 244. (2) It serves as a metaphor for destruction generally (Isa
5:14; Job 5:23; Hos 2:18). (3) The expression should be understood literally and
refers to the sacrifices brought to the deities o f the dead. James A. Montgomery,
“Notes on the Old Testament,” JBL 31 (1912): 140-146.

Reproduced with permission o fth e copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

168
There are several factors which are hard to reconcile with the idea that the
phrase “we made a covenant with death” refers to necromancy or some kind of
association with the underworld. First o f all, Isaiah’s poetry mainly deals with death,
employing highly figurative language, including a variety of literary devices.1 That
allows one to freely play with the countless intermingling o f images and alternative
worlds. It means that the literal approach of interpretation should be abandoned,
namely, there is no such thing as a literal covenant with literal death, which in this
case is presented as alive. The same can be said about the agreement with Sheol and
all the other images and mental pictures.
Moreover, the approaching danger is described by a mixed metaphor
QlQ (“overflowing scourge”) where the noun Di© is a prophetic term denoting
Yahweh’s judgments.2 In addition, the participle

(“flooding”) is especially

significant because this term is often used to refer to the destructive force o f military
conquest and to depict the overwhelming nature of Assyria’s invasion in Judah.3
In order to avoid the coming disaster, the leaders “make a covenant with
death” and “an agreement with Sheol” by using 2T3 (“lie”) and Ip © (“falsehood,”
“deception”) as their HOffO (“refuge,” “shelter”). What is meant by the word pair

^saSrM; 7:11; 14:9,11,15; 28:15,18; 38:10,18; 57:9.
2Job 9:23; Isa 10:26; 28:15,18; Nah 3:2. David M. Fonts, “Dl® ” N1DOTTE,
4:64; Jacob Barth, iV\OW m W f Z A W 33 (1913): 306-307; Oswalt, The Book o f
Isaiah 1-39, 317.
3Isa 8:8; 10:22; 28:2,15,17,18; 30:28; Jer 47:2; Dan 11:10, 22,40. Michael
A. Grisanti and Elmer A. Martens, “^jP©,” NIDOTTE, 4:96-97; Victor P. Hamilton,
TWOT, 2:918.
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“lie” and “falsehood” which serves as an antithesis to Yahweh’s “justice” and
“righteousness” (vs. 17)? Before answering the question and looking at some details,
it should be noted that even the sequence o f the word order in the chiasm with its
parallels shows a specific way of their rationalizing: verb—places o f refuge
("IplDOTS)—verb, which is identical to vs. 15a: verb—treaties (nTTI/n'HS)—verb.
b
uorra 2 td
lies our refuge
a
m no3
we have hidden ourselves

a
m io ^
for we have made
b
and in falsehood

The verb 2V3 basically means to invent and speak lies.1 In vs. 17, Isaiah
describes the scoffers (vs. 14) who made 2TD HOnO (“the refuge o f lies”) only to be
destroyed and swept away at the end. The term “)p $ differs from the noun 3T3 not
only by putting emphasis on deceitful deeds but also by referring to the violation of
justice, faith, and covenant stipulations (Isa 9:14; 32:7).2 Consequently, those
'Helmer Ringgren, “2TD,” TDOT, 7:104-128; Eugene Carpenter and Michael
Grisanti, “HTD,” NIDOTTE, 2:619-621; Martin A. Klopfenstein, Die Luge nach dem
Alten Testament: Ihr Begriff, ihre Bedeutimg und ihre Beurteilung (Zurich: GotthelfVerlag, 1964), 147-152.
2Eugene Carpenter and Michael Grisanti, “"lp©,“ NIDOTTE, 4:246-249;
Martin A. Klopfenstein, “*lpGJ,” THAT, 2:1010-1019. The term “lie” refers to
injustice o f which the leaders o f Jerusalem are guilty in a forensic sense: Prov 6:19;
14:5,25; 19:5,9; 21:18; in a social sense: Hos 12:2; Ps 5:7; “falsehood” in a forensic
sense: Exod 20:16; Lev 5:22; 19:12; Deut 19:18; Zech 8:17; Ps 27:12; Prov 6:19;
12:17; 14:5; 19:5,9; 25:18, in a social sense: Exod 23:7; Lev 19:11; 2 Sam 18:13; Isa
59:3,13; Jer 6:13; 8 :8 ,10; 9:4; 23:14; Hos 7:1; Mic 6:12; Pss 69:5; 119:69,78, 86;
Prov 6:17; 20:17; 21:6. Francolino J. Gonsalves, L ’E xpedition de Sennacherib en
Palestine dans la litterature hebraique ancienne (Louvain-la-Neuve: University
Catholique de Louvain, Institut Orientaliste, 1986), 205; Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, 47.
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scoffers/leaders make a “refuge” o f “lies” and “falsehood” which stand in parallel with
“Sheol” and “death” and are in sharp contrast with the immovable “foundation” of
Yahweh (vs. 16), the God o f death as well as o f life. It is obvious that the language
used here is figurative. Commenting on this treaty with death/Sheol and the refuge in
lies/falsehood, E. Good writes:
The prophet parodies the communique from Judah’s state department about a
mutual assistance pact from Egypt, which might have said: “We have made a
covenant [treaty] with Egypt, with Pharaoh we made an agreement. Assyria’s
invasion will not trouble us, for we have protection with Egypt and security with
pharaoh.” By substituting words, the prophet ironically criticizes the treaty
making, as he frequently does with Judah’s political ties with Egypt.1
Really, the text contains an obvious irony, because nobody in the modem or
ancient world would ever use the expression, “for we have made lies our refuge,” in a
literal sense to refer to an agreement they had negotiated or worked out. Isaiah
applied his ironic metaphorical phraseology as an illustration o f the leaders’ trust in
foreign coalitions. In fact, the prophet warned Judah concerning the devastating
consequences such alliances would have.2 The assurances o f support and protection,
expressed in a mutual agreement, which were promised by other nations, in reality
involved nothing more than lies and falsehood.
The inverted parallelism o f the chiastic structure clearly demonstrates that the
main point o f the passage is focused on trust (vs. 16), which again is represented by a

!Edwin M. Good, Irony in the Old Testament (Sheffield, England: Almond,
1981), 120. For the opposite view see Toom, “Echoes o f Judean Necromancy in
Isaiah 28:7-22,” 199-217. See also Grogan, “Isaiah,” EBC, 6:180.
2Isaiah often warned against a military alliance with Egypt: Isa 18:1-7;
28:14:22; 29:1-16; 30:1-5, 7; 31:1-3.
3Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 231.
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highly figurative description. The leaders o f Jerusalem had to choose between two
sources o f security: foreign powers or Yahweh. Judah could continue to pursue the
political and military alliances with neighboring countries, but “the very thing that
Jerusalem’s rulers had hoped to avoid will sweep over them (vs. 15b),” 1 as it can be
seen from vss. 17 and 18.
c

b

□b nonn
J "

T T

:

a

Vn

~

nm

TT

<T T :

the refuge o f lies

hail

aJ

ui
b

cA

D’o

nnoi

iDbsr
,

;

.

waters

v/ “

v

:

r

a„i
m pn
will not stand
r

"ism

:

your covenant with death

h

vs.

is

a

mirnx bama
v

:

and hiding place,

b
v t

n

and will sweep away

•

will overflow

vs.

vb
j

<-

\

:

and will be annulled
.i
b
D srm m
and your agreement with Sheol

biKwm
\

:

v

/v

:

t

:

Finally, Isaiah’s use of various prophetic devices by means o f a highly
allegorical language has led F. Tandy to the following conclusion: “The covenant with
death is paradoxical as well as absurd, in that it is a bond with death that frees one
from death.” Moreover, the “covenant with death” as a parallel to “an agreement
with Sheol” excludes any idea o f the immortality o f soul, an existence of the dead, or

‘Watts, Isaiah 1-33,370.
2Francis Landy, “Tracing the Voice o f the Other: Isaiah 28 and the Covenant
with Death,” in The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible, ed. J. Cheryl
Exum and David J.A. Clines, JOTSup 143 (Sheffield: Academic Press, 1993), 140162.
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gods, including the underworld itself.1 Johnston is very clear and exact in his
wording, “Nothing here implies that death and Sheol are deities, and van der Toom
presents no substantial arguments for it Some Israelites may indeed have worshipped
underworld deities, but this passage does not indicate it.”
The prophetic judgment speech is straightforward. Instead o f relying on
Yahweh, the leaders find their security in the foreign alliance and that “is in reality a
-a

covenant that brings death and that leads to the grave.” Consequently, the term Sheol
in vss. 15 and 18 has no direct relevance as such to the dead, but is used as an allusion
to the consequences o f the trust in foreign powers. The Hebrew word Sheol in the
current context is identical with grave. Whatever the scholarly arguments and claims,
to interpret these metaphorically vivid expressions in a literal sense leads to the
distortion o f the biblical text and a different message.

Isa 38:10,18
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!The thought is similar to that expressed in Job 5:23, “For you shall have a
covenant with the stones o f the field and the beasts o f the field shall be at peace with
you.”
2Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 160.
3Harris, “Why Hebrew She,ol Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 67; Young, The Book
oflsaiah 19-39, 2:282.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
10 I said,
“In the cessation of my days1
I will go to the gates o f Sheol,
I am deprived o f the rest o f my years.”
18 For Sheol cannot thank you,
Death cannot praise you.
Those who go down to the pit cannot hope
for your faithfulness.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Isa 38:1-22 informs the reader about Hezekiah’s illness and recovery. The
delineation of the chapter as a basic unit is determined by means of the temporal
formula o f 38:1, D iin □ ’ 0*3 (“in those days”), and another formula o f 39:1,

Ninn rim (“at that time”), that starts a new block.
1“

y

The inner structure is established

principally by a combination o f formal and thematic elements. Thus, one o f the
options is to divide the unit into three major sections: (1) vss. 1-8 provide a description
of Hezekiah’s illness and prayer, (2) vss. 9-20 tell o f the writing o f Hezekiah’s letter to
Yahweh, and (3) an account of Hezekiah’s healing process Is presented in vss. 21-22.3
!The meaning o f the phrase ’IP ’’CHS is not clear. The NIV renders it as “in
the prime o f my life” and RSV translates it “in the noontide o f my days.” According
to Pss 63:6 and 83:2, the basic meaning is “in the quiet o f my days.” Many
commentators think that the expression refers to the end o f a regular human life,
though the context speaks about premature death. Wildberger, referring to Jer 17:11
and Pss 55:24, 102:25, translates the term '’Q’lS with the traditional meaning, namely,
“the half of, the middle of.” Jesaja 28-39,1442. See also Godfrey R. Driver,
“Linguistic and Textual Problems: Isaiah I-XXXIX,” Journal o f Theological Studies
(JTS) 38 (1937): 36-50; Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, 380.
2Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,490.
3Ibid., 488-493; Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 50-51; 57-58; Wildberger, Jesaja 28-39,
1446-48; Martin Ravndal Hauge, Between Sheol and Temple: M otif Structure and
Function o f 1-Psalms, JSOTSup 178 (Sheffeld: Sheffeld Academic Press, 1995), 6974.
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Vs. 9 serves not only as the title o f the song, but also contains a technical term
3PDQ (“writing”), thus introducing the poem (vss. 9-20) and also identifying its
content. The song can be outlined in the following chiastic structure:1
A

A1

The gates of Sheol: sorrow at the shortening o f days (vs. 10)
B The land o f the living and the land of the dead (vs. 11)
C Description o f distress (vss. 12-14)
C1 Description of restoration (vss. 15-17)
B 1 The land o f the dead and the land of the living (vss. 18-19)
The house o f the Lord: joy over days prolonged (vs. 20)

Basically, the encompassing genre of Isa 38 can be characterized as a
narrative. However, concerning the genre of vss. 9-20, scholars have different
opinions. Some classify it as a “petition,” others as a “song of illness,” a
“thanksgiving song,” or a “hymn o f praise.”3 Because the song combines complaint,
thanksgiving, and praise elements, it is basically designated as a thanksgiving song.4
The unit (vss. 9-20) essentially outlines a first-person address to Yahweh, though on

1The structure is adopted with some modifications from Motyer, The Prophecy
o f Isaiah, 292-293. See also Beuken, Isaiah 28-39,386-390. Sweeney splits vss. 1020 into three major subsections: vss. 10-13; 14-16; 17-20. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,492493; see Seitz, Isaiah 1-39,255-261.
>y

Sweeney designates it “royal novella.” Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39,493. See also
Clements, Isaiah 1-39,289; Alexander Rofe, “Classes in the Prophetic Stories:
Didactic Legenda and Parable,” in Studies on Prophecy: A Collection o f Twelve
Papers, ed. George W. Anderson, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum (VTSup) 26
(Leiden: Brill, 1974), 143-164.
q.

James W. Watts, Psalm and Story: Inset Hymns in Hebrew Narrative,
JSOTSup 139 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), 124-125; Klaus Seybold, Das Gebet des
Kranken im Alten Testament: Untersuchungen zur Bestimmung und Zuordnung der
Krankheits- und Heilungspsalmen, BWANT 99 (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1973),
147-153.
4Wildberger, Jesaja 28-39, 1455; Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 495.
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several occasions it refers to Yahweh in the third person (vss. 1 1 ,1 4 ,1 5 ,1 6 ,2 0 ).1 The
song describes Hezekiah’s lamentation, his prayer for healing, and thanksgiving for
divine intervention in his behalf.

Exegetical Notes
The basic thought of the psalm is clear. Hezekiah becomes critically ill, and
Isaiah tells him to get ready for death. Hezekiah weeps bitterly and implores Yahweh
for mercy, and He grants him fifteen more years.2 On one hand, the major thrust of
the song is to reveal that Hezekiah, though king, is only a mortal being, and on the
other, it clearly demonstrates the fact that the life of a person is exclusively in the hand
of Yahweh.3
Furthermore, in the setting o f life and death which the song unfolds, the term
Sheol occurs twice (vss. 1 0 ,18).4 Referring to Sheol in these verses, scholars state
various conclusions. For example, D. Stacey explains that “Sheol is a figurative way
of describing the existence o f the tomb.”5 According to The New Westminster
Dictionary, Sheol is “the place to which the souls of all men without distinction

!For a detailed analysis o f subordinate generic elements, see Sweeney, Isaiah
1-39,493-496.
2There are some other references which describe the healing o f a person from a
deadly illness: 1 Kgs 17:17-24; 2 Kgs 4:31-37; 5:1-14. See also 1 Kgs 14:1-18; 2 Kgs
1:1-18; 8:7-15. However, Hezekiah’s crisis is unique, because it presents a case where
the recovery comes as an answer to prayer.
3Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39,673.
4Tfae song o f Hezekiah is absent in the parallel account o f 2 Kgs 20.
5Stacey, Isaiah 1-39,229.
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go.”1 D. McKenna describes Sheol “as a land o f shadowy creatures and ambiguous
relationships.” And H. Leopold asserts that “Sheol itself is that dismal, dreary place
where the departed lead a dull and listless existence, that insatiable monster that
swallows all the children of men in due course of time.”3
These scholarly statements, containing special connotations, implications, and
challenges concerning their various conclusions, lead to the necessity o f exploring the
passage anew. Here, as in the previous references, the text is abundant with specific
vocabulary, creating vibrant turns of phrases and images o f their objects, which are
characteristic o f a highly figurative language.
The phrase h i m

'1 V V 2

(“I will go to the gates o f Sheol”) of vs. 10

contains one o f the most important key words in the unit,

(“to go,” “come,”

“walk”). Moreover, the main nucleus o f Hezekiah’s prayer is organized and revolves
around the term

(“I will go”) in such a way that it is setting the tone for the

entire song. Here the verb

is in parallel with the verb T T (“to go down”)4 in an

equivalent phrase IIZT't'TlT (“those who go down to the pit”)5 o f vs. 18, and

Lehman, The New Westminster Dictionary o f the Bible, s.v. “Hell.”
David L. McKenna, Isaiah 1-39, The Communicator's Commentary Series:
Old Testament, ed. Lloyd J. Ogilvie, vol. 17 (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1993), 368.
3Leupold, Exposition o f Isaiah 1-39, 584.
4Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,31; Num 16:30, 33; 1 Sam 2:6; 1 Kgs 2:6 ,9; Isa
5:14; 14:11,15; 38:10; 38:18; 57:9; Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27. The other nine
occurrences o f the verb “to go down” will be discussed in the next chapter.
5See Excursus 1.
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functions as a figurative substitute for “to go to death, die,” “dying,” or “to pass
away.”1 Bullinger is very clear that the euphemism of “going” in the phrase “I shall
go to the gates of the grave (Sheol)” should be interpreted as “I shall die.”2
The description of the imminence o f Hezekiah’s death is reinforced by means
of four graphic similes, which by their powerful imagery dominate the entire section
of vss. 12-14:
' i n b n k s '3D r t e i m 2 n n
my dwelling is plucked up and removed
from me like a shepherd's tent
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These unusual images of destruction provide insightful information concerning
the king’s understanding of death in the face o f its inevitability. In vs. 12, Hezekiah
compares his short life to a shepherd’s tent that has been pulled up. The verb 2703

'Gen 15:2; 25:32; Josh 23:14; 1 Kgs 2:2; 1 Chr 17:11; 2 Chr 21:20; Job 7:9;
10:21; 14:20; 19:10; 27:21; Pss 39:7,14; 58:9; 109:23; Hos 6:4; 13:3; Qoh 1:4; 3:20;
6:4,6; 9:10. Georg Sauer,
,” TLOT, 1:365-370; Eugene H. Merrill, “Fjbn,”
NIDOTTE, 1:1032-1035; Leonard J. Coppes,
TWOT, 1:216-217;
HALOT, 1:246-248; Franz-Josef Helfineyer,
TDOT, 3:388-403. Compare
with vs. 3, “Remember now, O LORD, I implore you, how I have walked
o ro'p rin n ) before you in faithfulness with a whole heart.”
A

Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 687.
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(“tear down,” “pull up,”) is linked with '“111 (“my dwelling”) and is parallel to
•>30
bm
\* • n ¥?
: *: (“and is removed from me”).1
'
The second metaphor, which forms a powerful complementary image to the
first one, describes the abruptness o f human life by two verbs: "fDj? (“gather
together,” “roll up”)2 and

(“cut off”).3 In the Hebrew Scriptures the verb

refers to death as “being cut off.”4 According to the simile, the weaver himself rolls up
the pattern of the life he has woven while suddenly another comes and cuts off the
thread and removes it from the loom, which means the end of life.5 Here Hezekiah is
depicted as both a weaver and fabric.6 Both similes describe the “objects which
suddenly disappear from their expected place.” This practical language, describing a

'For additional information see Hand-Jurgen Zobel, “Jibs,” TDOT, 2:476-488;
David M. Howard, ‘71*23,” NJDOTTE, 1:861-864.
2The verb form is a hapax legomenon; the root occurs in Piel in Isa 38:12.
Joachim Begrich, Der Psalm des Hiskia, Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des
Alten und Neuen Testaments (FRLANT) 42 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht,
1926), 30; August H. Konkel and Terence E. Fretheim, “I S p , ” NIDOTTE, 3:953.
3tim X ’ HALOT, 1:147-148.
4Job 21:21; Ps 88:6; Isa 53:8; Ezek 37:11; Lam 3:54; Eugene E. Carpenter,
“M X * NIDOTTE, 1:693-694; Begrich, Der Psalm des Hiskia, 31.
sDominique Barthelemy, Critique Textuelle de I ’Ancien Testament: 2. Isaie,
Jeremiee, Lamentations, Orbis biblicus et orientalis (OBO), 50, no. 2 (FribourgGottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), 265-267; Motyer, The Prophecy o f
Isaiah, 293; Wildberger, Jesaja 28-39,1460-61.
6Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, 396.
7Ciements, Isaiah 1-39,292.
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fabric-making process, is employed to illustrate the sudden end o f one’s life.
Moreover, the imagery does not contain any element or allusion that the death of
Hezekiah would bring him into the presence o f Yahweh or into the company o f the
living souls of the dead. On the contrary, these figures o f speech show that when
death comes, it totally “cuts o ff’ any possibility of vertical or horizontal
communication (vs. 11).
In vs. 13, Hezekiah uses another imagery o f death as he faces it. Instead of
being a weaver, Yahweh is portrayed "HKS (“like a lion”) who TlTOSSrSs 1 0 '
(“breaks all my bones”). Since the bones form the core o f the whole body they are
synonymous with the whole person o f the speaker.1 The simile refers to Hezekiah’s
suffering and the loss o f physical health in the face o f fast approaching death.2
After comparing Yahweh with a lion, Hezekiah associates himself with wailing
birds, DID (“swallow”) and HIT (“dove”), which

(“chirp,” “clamor”) and ron

(“moan”). It is very strange that Watts uses this imagery (vs. 14) as a description of
death and indirectly Sheol. He refers to Isa 8:19; 10:14; 29:4, and 59:11, where each
text has some “connection with the ghosts of the dead,” as parallel references to vs.
■3

14, and asserts that “only moans or groans are possible there.” However, that is not
the case. The various sounds of birds inform about the mixed nature o f Hezekiah’s

iLienhard Delekat, “Zum hebraischen Worterbuch,” V T 14 (1964): 7-67; Karl
M. Beyse, “D S2,” TDOT, 11:304-309. See also Job 4:14; 19:20; 21:24; 30:30; 33:21;
Pss 6:3; 22:15; 31:11; 32:3; 38:4; 42:11; 102:4; Jer 23:9; 42:11; Lam 1:13; 3:4; 4:18;
Prov 3:8; 15:30; 16:24; Hab 3:16.
Seybold, Das Gebet des Kranken im Alien Testament, 147-149.
3Watts, Isaiah 34-66,60.
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suffering, sobs and shed tears, and his many cries to Yahweh: at one time quiet, next
time shrill, and then mournful, and have nothing to do with the spirits of the dead or
the teaching about the underground.1
There are several more important questions to be addressed. In the restoration
section (vss. 15-17), Hezekiah particularizes his healing by such wording as ptP ^ nrn
(“and restore me to health”) and

(“and make me live”). In vs. 17, Hezekiah

summarizes the gift of life and healing granted to him by Yahweh by the phrase
nan (“surely, it was for my peace”). And then, the very next clause informs
the reader about something extremely important,

nngp

n ptfn n n to

(“but you have delivered me [my soul/life] from the pit o f destruction”). What is
meant by the phrase ^ 2

nnfp (“pit o f destruction”), which is a hapax legomenon

and sounds almost like a formula? As can be seen from table 10, the word nn©
occurs twenty-three times in the Hebrew Scripture, almost always in poetical contexts,
and in idiomatic constructions twenty-one times.2
The term HHID is a feminine noun,3 which, unlike b i^ a n d T l2 , occurs with
the definite article seven times.4 In the Hebrew Scriptures the basic meaning of the

'Grogan, “Isaiah,” EBC, 6:236-237.
2Various constructions such as
n n g b ( “bring down to the pit”) will
be discussed in the next chapter. See table 10.
3“n n $ ,” BDB, 1001.
4See table 10. The seven occurrences are: Job 9:31; 17:14; 33:22,28; Ps 49:9;
Isa 51:14; Ezek 28:8.
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TABLE 10
OCCURRENCES OF THE TERM Fin© IN THE HEBREW SCRIPTURE

No.
1

Texts
Isa 38:17

Translation
from the pit of destruction

Hebrew
'h i m m

2

Isa 51:14

and he will not die in the pit

nnfb m n^kbi

3

Ezek 19:4

he was caught in their pit

tosn 3 n m m

4

Ezek 19:8

he was caught in their pit

trnro on n © n

5

Ezek 28:8

they will bring you down to the pit

^ rn r n m b

6

Jonah 2:7

but you brought my life up from the pit

'*n nn© n b $ m

7

Ps 7:16

and he falls into the pit he made

bus*’ n n r a b h * i

8

Ps 9:16

the nations have sunk in the pit

n n tfa D^ia w a s

9

Ps 16:10

to see the pit

10

Ps 30:10

if I go down to the pit

nrro r r im 1?
r *<
1
n m 'b i k *T m a

11

Ps 49:10

that he sees not the pit

nrra'n n x -p v b

12

Ps 55:24

bring them down to the pit o f destruction

n n ^ n t h 4? D T iin

13

Ps 94:13

until a pit is dug for the wicked

14

Ps 103:4

who redeems your life from the pit

15

Prov 26:27

whoever digs a pit will fall into it

16

Prov 28:10

will himself fall into his own pit

17

Job 9:31

18

Job 17:14

if I call to the pit

19

Job 33:18

he keeps back his soul from the pit

20

Job 33:22

then his soul draws near to the pit

i©D3 n m b z n p m

21

Job 33:24

deliver him from going down to the pit

nn© r m n i n n s

22

Job 33:28

from going down to the pit

nn© 2 22m

23

Job 33:30

to bring back his soul from the pit

~ j-
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nm
“

v
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17
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term DF!© is “pit,” “grave,” 1and it may refer to a hole in the ground, a trap, or
function as a synonym o f Sheol with the meaning o f “grave.”2 It is significant to note
■2

that the people o f Qumran associated the term with the idea o f physical corruption.
The root

fin© forms an inseparable part in the descriptions of Yahweh’s judgments

and total devastation and annihilation.4
The second term, ^ 3 (“without”), occurs fifty-seven times in the Hebrew
Scriptures and usually functions as an adverb o f negation with adjectives or
participles.5 Generally the negative particle ^ 3 is used in the same way as one of the

!“n rra ,” BDB, lOOl. The verbs and verbal idioms employed with the term
nnffl will be discussed in chapter 4. Eugene H. Merrill, T in© ,” NIDOTTE, 4:93-94;
Victor P. Hamilton, Tin©,” TWOT, 2:917-918; R. Laird Harris, TOT,” TWOT,
2:911; Ludwig Wachter, Tin©,” TWAT, 7:1246-1247; ‘Tin©,’’ HALOT, 4:1472-1473.
For a discussion on various etymological suggestions, see Marvin H. Pope, “The Word
HOT in Job 9:31,” JBL 83 (1964): 269-278; Moshe Held, “Pits and Pitfalls in
Akkadian and Biblical Hebrew,” Journal o f the Ancient Near Eastern Society o f
Columbia University (JANES) 5 (1973): 176-181
For a detailed discussion o f more than 20 pages on the term HOT, see
Rosenberg, “The Concept of Biblical Sheol,” 51-73; Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 83-85.
3Roland E. Murphy, “Safaat in the Qumran Literature,” Bib 39 (1958): 61-66.
4Used for the destruction o f all flesh and all the earth (Gen 6:13,17; 9:11,15);
Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 13:10; 19:13,14,29); Babylon (Jer 51:11); Tyre (Ezek
26:4); destruction of the king (1 Sam 26:15), or nations (Jer 4:7). Comelis Van Dam,
Tin©,” NIDOTTE, 4:92-93.
52 Sam 1:21; Ps 19:4; Hos 7:8. See also “^ 3 ” BDB, 116; “’’S s ” HALOT,
1:133; Walter C. Kaiser, “^ 2 , ” TWOT, 1:110-111.
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five principal negative adverbs

(“is not,” “nor,” “nothing,” etc.),1 which negates

various verbless clauses.2 The only case when the particle adverb - h i functions as a
substantive is found in Isa 38:17, where the phrase

DTO'D (“from the pit of

destruction”) refers to Sheol. It is significant to note the twofold function o f the term
■^3, which is quite specific in the current text, namely, it qualifies nnitf (“pit”) as the
place of obliteration and at the same time as the particular form of negation
(“without,” “no,” “not”) excludes any possibility of the afterlife existence in the
pit/Sheol. Furthermore, the phrase

OHOT not only is identical with grave as the

“pit o f destruction or corruption,” but also serves as a platform preparing for vs. 18,
which in turn clarifies vs. 17.
It is interesting that Watts translates the phrase “the pit o f extinction” to point
out that it is “a cogent example o f the OT’s lack of a general positive view o f life
beyond death,” and then he continues by making a totally wrong summary: “Death at
•j

best is lifeless existence among the shades in dust and darkness.” However, his ideas
contradict the description o f Sheol in vs. 18. Furthermore, using different wording,

lrThe five negative adverbs are: b x , X*?, ]0 ,
and
See also Charles
F. Whitley, “The Positive Force o f the Hebrew Particle
ZA W 84 (1972):
213-219; Takamitsu Muraoka, Emphatic Words and Structures in Biblical Hebrew
(Leiden: Brill, 1985), 125-127.
2The adverb basically Is a negative substantive and in all cases the negative
aspect is present. See Waltke, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 660-662;
Jack B. Scott, “fK ,” TWOT, 1:81-82.
3Watts, Isaiah 34-66,60.
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Rosenberg expresses the same idea. She translates the term FtniD only as “pit” or
“underworld” and never as “grave.” Moreover, after introducing her argument that
there is no association o f the term FlfTO with the hope of escape, which is expressed by
a specific vocabulary,1 and briefly referring to a family grave, she asserts, “It is
therefore inaccurate to translate biblical fYND as ‘grave,’ as is so often done.”2
However, the literal meaning of the word nnttJ is clear. It denotes a large hole
in the earth for various uses.3 Most often the term in the Hebrew Scriptures occurs in
a metaphorical sense to signify the grave. Unfortunately, scholars make spatial and
qualitative distinctions between b'iWD (in this case “underworld”) and the
synonymous terms “QjP (“grave”), nnffl (“pit”), and “TD (“pit”), employing them
as the entrance or door to the underworld or afterlife. Basically this idea is not new,
as it is borrowed from ancient non-biblical sources and then imposed on the
interpretation o f the biblical text.4 For instance, the Epic o f Gilgamesh pictures how

Rosenberg’s conclusions are based on her studies o f Pss 30:3,4, 6,9, 10,12;
49:6-10; 55:24; 94:1-7,13; 103:3-4; Isa 38:17; Job 9:29-32; 33:13-30. Rosenberg,
“The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 60-71. She asserts that the term flFTO “is used
predominantly to describe the ultimate destination of the wicked who died
prematurely.” Ibid., 71. The same point is emphasized by Martin, “An Examination of
the Concept o f Sheol,” 160-168.
Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 70-71.
3Thomas Lewis, “Pit,” ISBE, ed. James Orr, 5 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1939), 4:2401; William B. Nelson, “Pit,” Baker Theological Dictionary, ed. Walter
A. Elvell (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), 614.
4Here is where the question o f biblical authority arises.
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Gllgamesh was required by the gods to dig a hole in the earth so that the spirit of his
deceased friend, Enkidu, might issue forth from the underworld/netherworld.1
Similarly, Homer writes about Odysseus, who dug a trench to gain access to the spirits
and consult a dead seer.2 Obviously the acceptance of non-biblical ideas concerning
the underworld leads to the classification/separation o f specific biblical terminology,
which may have been misunderstood or intentionally misrepresented, thus entailing
significant hermeneutical consequences when it comes to the task o f formulating a
teaching on Sheol.

•3

Furthermore, by means of common figurative expressions in the first half o f
his prayer for healing, Hezekiah strengthens a notion o f the inevitability of death. In
addition, the double emphasis at the beginning o f vs. 10 on the personal pronoun,
♦

THEN ’IX (“I - 1 said”), and the subsequent vocabulary clearly demonstrate that
death is the end o f this life and exclude any idea concerning the continuation or

S eid el, The Gilgamesh Epic, 99 (Tablet 12:28); James B. Pritchard, ed.,
Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1969), 98. For more information see Erik Homung, The Ancient
Egyptian Books o f the Afterlife (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999); idem,
Conceptions o f God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1982).
Howard Clarke, ed., Vergil’s Aeneidand Fourth ( “Messianic”) Eclogue in
Dryden Translation (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1989),
152 (6:237); Allardyce Nicoll, ed., Chapman’s Homer: The Iliad, the Odyssey and the
Lesser Homerica (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1967), 188 (11:23);
Harry A. Hoffher, “Second Millennium Antecedents to the Hebrew ‘OB,” M L 86
(1967): 385-401; Othmar Keel, The Symbolism o f the Biblical World: Ancient Near
Eastern Iconography and the Book o f Psalms, trans. Timothy J. Hallett (New York:
Seabury, 1978), 61-72.
3Other aspects o f this issue will be discussed in the following chapters.
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beginning of the next.1 The expression “in the cessation o f my days” in vs. 10 is used
as an auxiliary for emphasis, and is followed by two descriptive parallel phrases.
I said
In the cessation of my days

vs. 10

b im ,n s?$2
I will go to the gates of Sheol
a

:

— : -

j

:

t v

* **

'm* i: Sp\ - s\
I am deprived o f the rest of my years
it

The verb

:

iit

* .vv

(“I will go”) is parallel to ’’rnjpS) (“I am deprived”) which in

Pual means “be caused to miss” or “be deprived.”3 The word “117ID (“gate”), in the
phrase ^1X2? n i7 $ 3 HD^X (“I will go to the gates o f Sheol”), literally means a
physical entrance or exit in towns, cities, temples, and homes.4 In the current case, the
word “1172? is used as a metaphor together with ^1X2? to describe the passage from life
to death, or rephrasing it, I will die and be buried in the grave.5
Furthermore, the king continues his lament in vs. 11, emphasizing by means o f

^ ee also Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 65.
2Young, The Book o f Isaiah 19:39,517-518.
3““tp S ,” BDB, 824.
4For entrance X13 and exit X P see Jer 17:19,20,21,24,25,27; Lam 4:12
Ezek 26:10, etc., ““117#,” BDB, 1045; “”1172?,” HALOT, 4:1614-1616.
5The parallel phrase niQ",’“1172?(“the gates of death”) occurs in Job 38:17; Pss
9:14, and 107:18 and will be discussed in chapter 4. It should be noted that the
expression “the gates of Sheol” is parallel to the NT phrase truXai $6ou (“the gates of
Hades”) in Matt 16:18. Richard S. Hess, “1OT,” NIDOTTE, 4:208-211.
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contrast two major aspects which are presented by two parallel phrases. He underlines
a fundamental difference between life and death, the living and the dead. Hezekiah is
absolutely sure that after his death all contacts with life are cut off. That is why he
says, D'A
sn n fT K 3 IT IT niO iT K b (“I shall not see YAH, YAH in the land of
the living”). The double use o f the divine name IT IT is inseparably coupled with
life itself and this is articulated by the phrase O^rtH fHJSS.1 The negative wording
ntniT K 'b refers to Hezekiah’s death and the grave. The second parallel phrase
reveals another important truth, namely, b i n

liJJ

D1K CP2lX"Xb(“I

shall look upon man no more among the inhabitants of the world”). The second
negative phrase (“I shall not look/observe”) like the first one refers to his death. It
means that after Hezekiah is dead, all relationships, whether they are vertical with
YAH or horizontal connections with the inhabitants of the world, are terminated.
Finally, this verse presents a clear message concerning the nature, function, and
purpose of Sheol, as does vs. 18 by introducing additional clarifying elements.
i i i n b im K'b ’’S
for Sheol cannot thank you,
t! w

v

:

/

j

-

vs. 18

ib b rr ron
rS a v

:

“

s

v j t

death cannot praise you

inDK“bK
l i n\ ^ **n: rs nafcp'tfb
I r,* * *:
v
/ : * :
«
those who go down to the pit cannot hope
for your faithfulness.
Vs. 18 contains three parallel phrases which are represented by the dominant

'isa 53:8; Jer 11:19; Ezek 26:20; 32:23; Pss 27:13; 52:7; 116:9; 142:6; Job
28:13. Beuken, Isaiah 28-39,395.
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key vocabulary, h i m , rn a, and “113, referring to the sphere o f death.1 This
parallelism functions as the antithesis for double emphases o f

K1H Tl Tl (“the

living, the living, he will thank you”) o f vs. 19. Moreover, special attention should be
paid to the twofold negative particles H'b... It'S (“cannot,. . . cannot”), which
structurally are tied together with # b . ..

(“n ot,. . . not”) of vs. 11, thus providing

the strongest possible negation for any activity after one is dead.2 The following
categorical statements, “I shall not see YAH, YAH,” “I shall not look upon man,”
because “Sheol cannot thank you,” “death cannot praise you,” “those who go down to
the pit cannot hope,” including the graphic similes o f vss. 12-14, are in sharp contrast
'k
with any assertion concerning some kind o f existence in Sheol. Hezekiah understood
•

•

•

that the dead simply cease to exist.
Furthermore, the contrast between life and death, the land o f the living and the
grave, is demonstrated and reinforced by the word pairs rP IT (“YAH, YAH”) and
Tl Tl (“the living, the living”).4 In addition, in vs. 19, the emphasis is put on the
third-person independent personal pronoun

(“he”), which leads to the

1According to Kaiser, “the underworld, Sheol and death are actually
personified.” See Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 406.
2Motyer, The Prophecy o f Isaiah, 295.
3Isa 5:14; 8:19; 14:9-15; 24:22; 26:14; in mocking contrast, 28:15-19.
4One o f the recurring themes in the Psalms is that only the living can praise
Yahweh and not the dead: Pss 6:6; 30:10; 88:11-13.
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intensification of the contrast with the dead, namely, the living, the living, he it is who
will praise you.1
The term HID (“death”) serves as a synonym for the grave, as is demonstrated
in Isa 53:9, TDD? T O ir m i 112p

m

(“with the wicked Ms grave, and

with the rich in his death [translated tomb, NRS]”), where DID is parallel to 1 2 p
(“grave”). Commenting on Isa 38:18, Bullinger explains, “The grave (i.e., those who
are buried in it) cannot praise thee,”2 and it harmonizes well with the phrase “Sheol
cannot thank you.”
Finally, the term 113 (“pit,” “grave”)3 in the phrase 113”*H1T not only is
parallel to Sheol but also is clearly identified with the grave.4 This analogy is also
demonstrated by the broader canonical context.5 For example, Jer 41:7 informs the
reader about seventy men who were slaughtered and thrown 11211 'pFT^X (“to the
midst of the pit”). When Joseph’s brothers wanted to kill Joseph, their language was
straightforward, 1111211 I jltQ

112*7031 11311131 (“let us kill him and throw him

1Young, The Book o f Isaiah 19-39, 527.
■j

Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 578.
3See table 9.
4“112,” BDB, 92. BDB consistently defines the figurative meaning of 112 as
“grave.” Contrary to this, KBL identifies 113 with 4tthe cistern as the entrance to the
See Koehler and Baumgartner, “1 1 2 ,” KBL, 114. For additional information
on the term 112 see the discussion on Isa 14:9-15.
5See also discussion on Gen 37:35.
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into one o f the pits,” Gen 37:20).* Lam 3:53 reads that, ’’T! T Q 3

(“they have

cut off my life in the pit”), and 2 Kgs 13:21 has the term “grave” which is a synonym
of “pit,” s w b K

(“and they threw the man into the

grave of Elisha”). It is obvious that there is nothing in the Scriptures suggesting that
the dead have to go through the “door” o f the pit to Sheol.
The picture of death presented in this passage signifies ultimate separation
from the land o f the living and even from Yahweh as well. According to Hezekiah,
the key word Sheol refers to the total unconsciousness and complete cessation of all
activity and thought, which clearly implies the decomposing state o f the body in the
grave, simultaneously excluding any idea o f continued existence in the underworld.
Consequently, in spite o f the fact that the nouns nnttf, T D and “□(? 316
representatives o f spatial imagery, they have nothing to do with the function of an
“entrance,” “door,” or “opening” leading to the underworld called Sheol. On the
contrary, as death is described by means o f various antonyms of life, such as D03
(“tear down”), 1 % (“remove”),

(“roll up”), M 2 (“cut off”), and 1 2 V (“break,”

“destroy”) to underscore the termination o f human life including all possible
relationships, so also, each of the discussed words, HHO, llZ i, and “D p , provides

1Hamilton points out an important detail that the rendering “throw” for the
verb
in Gen 37:20,22,24 is inaccurate. He comments, “The brothers will not
‘toss’ Joseph into a cistern. When used with a person as its object, salak almost
always refers to the placing o f a dead body in a grave (e.g., 2 Sam 18:17; 2 Kgs 13:21;
Jer 41:9) or to the placing of a living body into what is assumed will be its grave (e.g.,
Gen 21:15; 37:24; Jer 38:6).” Hamilton, The Book o f Genesis 18-50,417. For
additional insights see Wenham, Genesis 16-50,353.
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some descriptive element, analogy, or aspect o f Sheol.

Isa 57:9

*^njn rrirn
a
ntfrn
M kw-72 ’V'Btfrn pfrno—rr '^*nx TT^tfrn
Translation and Textual Remarks
You journeyed to the king1with oil,
and multiplied your perfumes;2
and you sent your envoys far away,
and sent down even to Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Usually scholars look at Isa 56:9-57:13, which describes injustice and idolatry,
as one compositional unit. However, there is no consensus among them concerning its
structural outline. The problem lies in a highly figurative language, which contains
mixed metaphors o f death and sexual imagery, and in addition to that, scholars have
been greatly puzzled by difficulties encountered in establishing the meaning o f the
passage.3

’NIY, JB, GNB, NRSV, and RSV translate
as “to Molech,” a Canaanite
god. Moshe Weinfeld, “Molech: A God o f Human Sacrifice in the Old Testament,”
JTS 42 (1991): 827-828; John F. Healey, “Molech: A God o f Human Sacrifice in the
Old Testament,” ExpT 102 (1990): 54.
2LXX reads “those far from you.”
3Theodore J. Lewis, “Death Cult Imagery in Isaiah 57,” Hebrew Annual
Review (HAR) 11 (1987): 267-284.
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There are several ways to demarcate the structural unit of which vs. 9 is a part.
One of the possibilities is to divide Isa 57:1-13 into three main sections thematically:
vss. 1-2 lament the righteous and devout who perish innocently. The next subunit
(vss. 3-5) is introduced with the phrase UFM) (“but you,” masculine plural),
condemning religious apostasy and its leaders. Vss. 6-13 deal with a female prostitute
(Jerusalem), therefore the form of address shifts from masculine plural to the second
feminine singular.1 As in previous cases the problem is both religious and political.
The genre of this passage is frequently defined as a prophetic disputation and a
n

i

a

judgment speech, a lament or a threat, or a prophetic liturgy. However, the best
option is to denote the passage as an extended indictment speech, which in fact
contains all the elements o f various genres mentioned above.5

Exegetical Notes
Researchers have often been perplexed over the passage, including vs. 9,
where the clause b m w i s

ptn s r -m

'ip i? T i^ r n (“you sent your

!For various structural outlines and detailed analysis see Paul D. Hanson, The
Dawn o f Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 186-191; idem, Isaiah 40-66,
BCTP (Louisville: John Knox, 1995), 197-201; JohnN. Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah:
Chapters 40-66, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 470-475; Watts, Isaiah 3466,255-257.
■j

Karl Pauritzsch, Die neue Gemeinde: Gott sammelt Ausgestossem und Arme
(Jesaia 56-66) (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1971), 51-66; Georg Fohrer, “Kritik an
Tempel, Kultus und Kultusausfibung in nachexilischer Zeit,” in Archdologie undAltes
Testament (Tflbingen: JCB Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1970), 101-116.
^Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An Introduction, 341-346.
4Otto Kaiser, Introduction to the Old Testament: A Presentation o f Its Results
and Problems (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1975), 37.
sHemson, Isaiah 40-66, 197.
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envoys far away, and went down even to Sheol”) seems to be problematic for many
scholars. Like the other verses of the unit, it has been subjected to various possible
interpretations.1
A. Pinker points to Isa 57:9 as a proof that Sheol is located “down deep in the
depth o f the earth,” and because o f excess o f distance “it cannot be considered to be
equivalent o f a grave.”2 The IB explains that “envoys were sent to consult the gods o f
the underworld.”3 Similarly, G. Long and R. Whybray believe that Israel worshiped
the gods o f the underworld by engaging in necromancy.4
Before focusing on the text, it should be emphasized that vs. 9 is located in the
midst of the description that is saturated with a highly figurative language. Generally,
metaphorical expressions transcend actual life situations and do not accept an
interpretation which is based on the actual words in their ordinary meaning.
The vivid imagery of the passage (vss. 6-13) presents a grim picture of idolatry
when the people o f Yahweh engaged in degrading activities. Vs. 9 informs the reader
that

pfnp-“m

went down even to Sheol”). The verb

(“you sent your envoys far away, and
in the expression

sFor an overview and concise analysis of some problematic aspects in Isa 57
see Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 175-178.
2Pinker, “Sheol,” 171-172.
3Henry Sloane Coffin and James Muilenburg, “Isaiah 40-66,” IB, 12 vols., ed.,
George Arthur Buttrick et al. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 5:668.
4Roger N. Whybray, Isaiah 40-66, NCBC (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1981), 206; Gary A. Long,
NIDOTTE, 4:224-226.
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is in Hipfail form, and basically means “to bring low,” “to humiliate,” or “to make
low.”1 Furthermore, the verb functions as an absolute superlative or hyperbole in a
negative sense, which can be formed with such terms as TOD (“to die”), HID
(“death”),

(“Sheol,” “grave”), and many other words.2 The figure is used as an

overstatement of the expression in order to heighten the main point for effect and
should not be taken literally.3 In fact, the hyperboles o f “death,” “the dead,” or
“grave” are also used in modem English to put heavy emphasis on some specific
element or aspect of speech, the meaning of verb, expression, or sentence, which at the
end can be characterized as “extremely,” “completely,” or “to the very last degree.”4
Moreover, the term b m is followed by

which in turn is parallel to

prnOTOS? (“even to afar”). Thus, by means o f specific literary devices which lead to
intensification and culmination o f the main thought, the author demonstrates the
profundity o f degradation. BDB interprets the phrase as “you did show abasement” to

’Long, “bD ti,” NIDOTTE, 4:224; “^ 3 0 ,” BDB, 1050.
2See Winton Thomas, “A Consideration o f Some Unusual Ways of Expressing
the Superlative in Hebrew,” VT 3 (1953): 209-224; Waltke and O'Connor, An
Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 269 (par. 14.5c).
3Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 423.
4People often use expressions such as "nearly died laughing," “bored to
death,” “to grow deathly pale” (extremely), “deathly afraid,” “deadly dull,” “to
make one turn in his grave,” “one foot in the grave” (almost dead, near death),
“devilish trouble,” “devilish pranks,” “devilishly clever,” or “was hopping mad,”
“tried a thousand times,” etc. Nobody believes such statements should be
understood literally, but people make them to sound impressive or to emphasize
something, such as a feeling, effort, or reaction.
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Sheol.1 The same idea is clearly expressed by Bullinger, “You did debase yourself
even unto Sheol.” In other words, vs. 9 points out that people went so far in their
apostasy that they debased themselves even to the lowest depth, even to the grave,
though no hints concerning precise location or spatial aspects are given. It is
noteworthy to point out that here the only functional elements are those o f contrast
found in vss. 7 and 9,

why . . . i t o r n r in by (“on a mountain high and lofty

. . . you went up”) and S iK f- lP '•b '’SCrn (“and sent down even to Sheol”), which
emphasize the readiness and willingness of the wicked to pursue their own goals
regardless of the outcome, even if it means death and the grave.
In the Hebrew Scriptures frequent occurrences o f superlative absolutes play an
important role.3 As an example can be mentioned Jonah 4:9, which contains the
phrase niD “i y ^ “JTTn (“I am angry even unto death”) with the verb r n n meaning
“to bum” or “be kindled.” Similar to

(Isa 57:9), the phrase

serves

to intensify the idea already expressed, so that the expression can be rendered as, “I
am exceedingly angry,” “very angry,” or “mortally angry,” as NEB translates it.
Furthermore, as the imagery o f prostitution describes Israel’s total apostasy
from Yahweh and her pledge o f loyalty to others,4 the straightforward expression

Utbm? BDB, 1050.
Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 425. He sees here the indignity o f Ahaz, when
he asked the king of Assyria to help him against Israel, saying: “I am your servant” (2
Kgs 16:7).
3Compare Gen 23:6; 30:8; 35:17; Exod 9:28; 10:17; 1 Sam 4:20; 5:11; 14:15;
Pss 18:5; 42:12; 43:5; 55:5; Cant 8:6; Isa 53:12. See also Matt 26:38; Mark 14:33.
4For the background see 2 Kgs 16:10; Isa 7, 8-30; Ezek 16:23.
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(“and you sent your envoys far away,” Isa 57:9) can be
understood as referring to the king (TJ^sV) of Assyria (vs. 9a) and envoys ('Ij’HS)
sent to Egypt (Isa SOrl-lO).1 Instead of seeking help from Yahweh, the leaders of
Judah flirted with pagan nations by signing agreements of their own destruction (Isa
28:14-15). Young’s statement on vs. 9 is quite insightful: “The latter clause is not to
be understood literally, as though Israel had descended to Sheol for the purpose of
consulting their God, but simply indicates the extreme to which Israel was ready to go
to accomplish its purpose.”3 Consequently, people literally abased themselves.4
Finally, it is particularly important to emphasize that the term Sheol, in the
expression

(“and went down even to Sheol”), is used in a

hyperbolic sense to demonstrate the readiness of the leaders to act beyond reason and
to emphasize their degradation. In fact, the phrase characterizes their apostasy as
their descent into death.5 The unit contains no descriptive elements, either spatial or
topographical, which would in some way characterize Sheol. It also does not provide

‘Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary, 355.
•n

■

August Pieper, Isaiah II, J
An Exposition o f Isaiah 40-66, trans.
Erwin E. Kowalke (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1979), 516-520.
3Young, The Book o f Isaiah, 3:406.
4Ibid., 406.
5James D. Smart, History and Theology in Second Isaiah: A Commentary on
Isaiah 35, 40-66 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965), 242-243; see also Susan
Ackerman, “Sacred Sex, Sacrifice and Death: Understanding a Prophetic Poem,” Bible
Review 6 (February 1990): 38-44.
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any information concerning the attributes, inhabitants, or any form of possible
existence in the underworld. As in all the previous cases, the term Sheol in vs. 9
should be understood as the grave or the place o f the dead.1

Ezek 31:15,16,17
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Translation and Textual Remarks
15 Thus said the Lord Yahweh: In the day it [Egypt] went down to Sheol I caused
mourning, I covered for it the deep, I restrained its rivers, and the many waters were
held back. And I caused Lebanon to mourn for it, and all the trees o f the field wilted
because o f it.
16 At the sound o f its downfall I made the nations quake, when I brought it down to
Sheol, with those who go down to the pit. Then all the trees o f Eden, the choicest and
best o f Lebanon, all that were well watered, were comforted in the earth below.
17 They also went down to Sheol with it to those who were slain by the sword, and
those who were its strong arm lived in its shadows among the nations.2

because o f the space limitations, the words which occur in a broader context
(Isa 57:1-2) and refer to death and the grave, such as “Q R (“perish”), ^OR (“gather,”
“remove”),
R 1T (“he enters into peace”), m3 (“rest”), and 23T O (“bed”) as
a place of burial (Ezek 32:25,2 Chr 16:14), will not be discussed here.
2Compare translations of the NASB, NKJV, and NIV.
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Text Unit and Its Genre
Ezek 31:1-18 contains the fifth oracle against Egypt,1 and structurally can
stand as a separate unit. The passage is clearly demarcated by two dated prophetic
word formulas, HOT rntOSJ HnK3 ‘’iT l (“and It came to pass in the eleventh year,”
vs. 1), and rO©
The phrase n W
e

TOT3 nrP1 (“and It came to pass in the twelfth year,” 32:1).
(“to whom are you like?”) in vss. 2 and 18, forms an

0

’

inclusion. The divine signatory formula in vs. 18, ITirP “T lX DK3 (“says the Lord
Yahweh”), summarizes the whole unit in a nutshell.
Structurally the main body (vss. 3-17) o f the chapter easily divides into three
smaller subunits (vss. 3-9; 10-14; 15-18). The first subunit (poem, vss. 3-9) is
introduced by the interjection

HSn (“behold, Assyria”) and functions as an

extended metaphor.3 It depicts Assyria as a cedar of Lebanon, which is admired
(vss. 3-7) and envied by all the trees of Eden (vss. 8-9).
The second segment (vss. 10-14) starts with

(“therefore”) and is followed

Altogether Ezekiel has pronounced seven prophecies against Egypt: Ezek (1)
29:1-16; (2) 17-21; (3) 30:1-19; (4) 20-26; (5) 31:1-18; (6) 32:1-16; (7) 17-32. See
also Cassuto, Biblical and Oriental Studies, 227-240; Daniel I. Block, The Book o f
Ezekiel 25-48, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 128-131; also idem, The
Book o f Ezekiel 1-24, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 51-60.
2Ronald M. Hals, Ezekiel, FOTL, 19 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 220.
For a chiastic arrangement of vss. 2 and 18, see Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37: A
New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 22A (New York:
Doubleday, 1997), 644.
3For detailed discussions on vss. 3-9 see Peter C. Craigie, Ezekiel
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), 224; Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2: Chapters 2548, trans. James D. Martin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 145-148; Block, The Book
o f Ezekiel 25-48,178.
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by the citation formula nirP “TIK "112K HS (“thus says the Lord Yahweh”).1 The
unit is written in prose and functions as a prophetic judgment oracle. The arrogant
cedar is cut down by foreigners, and all its former supporters have abandoned it. The
message is directed against Pharaoh and his army.
The final subunit (vss. 15-18), which stands out clearly with its prose
description o f the descent o f the arrogant tree into Sheol, is introduced by the phrase

nirr

"TtK IQ X T D (“thus says the Lord Yahweh”). Here the prophet describes

Lebanon, trees o f the field, and the trees o f Eden as all o f them join together to take
comfort in the cedar’s downfall.
The chapter is complex because o f the mixture o f various form and genre
elements. On the one hand, it draws heavily on allegory and has the power of
judgment oracle; on the other, it is similar to the style o f a funeral dirge, H P p
(“lamentation”).3 Among scholars there is no consensus concerning the main genre
of the chapter. G. Fohrer and H. Parunak put emphasis on the terms of mourning in
vs. 1 5 ,T 6 flK n (“I made to mourn”), “HptO (“and I closed with gloom”), and thus
come to the conclusion that the unit is a metaphorical lament.4 Fishbane and J. Taylor
L eslie C. Allen, Ezekiel 20-48, WBC, vol. 29 (Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1990), 124.
j

For the chiastic arrangement o f the passage see Michael Fishbane, Biblical
Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), 48.
3Allen, Ezekiel 20-48,124-125.
4Georg Fohrer, Ezechiel (Tflbingen: Mohr, 1955), 174-178; Van Dyke H.
Parunak, “Structural Studies in Ezekiel” (Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University, 1978),
187-189. G. Yee argues that the content o f the passage more likely presents a parody
of a dirge genre. Gale A. Yee, “The Anatomy o f Biblical Parody: The Dirge Form in
2 Samuel 1 and Isaiah 14,” CBQ 50 (1988): 565-586. See also Ezek 19:1, 14; 26:17;
28:12; 32:2.
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designate it as a taunt-song.1 A. Solomon calls it “a political fable.”2 Furthermore, if
one accepts vss. 10-14 as the rhetorical center, then this oracle is best defined as a
prophetic statement of judgment.3 Whatever the scholarly conclusions, the passage
serves as a paradigm o f accusation, proclamation of judgment, execution o f judgment,
and public reaction to it.

Exegetical Notes
The passages o f Ezek 31 and 32 are similar to that o f Isa 14, as they describe
the humiliation o f the kings o f Babylon and Egypt and play the most critical role
concerning interpretation o f the term Sheol. At first sight, the three occurrences
of the term Sheol in Ezek 31:15-17 might seem to refer to hell or the underworld, and
many scholars have come to such conclusions.4 On the other hand, Heidel, Harris, and
fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, 46-47; John B. Taylor,
Ezekiel: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1969),
208.
Ann M. Vater Solomon, “Fable,” in Saga, Legend, Novella, Fable: Narrative
Forms in Old Testament Literature, ed. George W. Coats, JSOTSup 35 (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1985), 119.
3See the oracle against the prince o f Tyre in 28:1-10. According to Block, the
thematic and structural links with Ezek 28 lead to the conclusion that this oracle may
also be interpreted as a prophetic satire. Block, The Book o f Ezekiel, 25-48,180;
Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel: A Commentary (London: SCM Press, 1970), 428.
4See Keith W. Carley, The Book o f the Prophet Ezekiel, Cambridge Bible
Commentary (CBC) (London, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1874), 209;
Joseph Blenkinsopp, Ezekiel, BCTP (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1990), 138-139;
Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2, 152-153; Craigie, Ezekiel, 224-225; Douglas Stuart, Ezekiel: The
Communicator’s Commentary, ed. Lloyd J. Ogilvie, vol. 18 (Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1989), 295.
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others point out that the term

refers only to the grave.1 The lack o f consensus

among scholars shows that one problem that confronts and divides them in their
research is rooted in the question o f whether Ezekiel’s allegory describes a real picture
of some kind o f existence after death, and if yes, to what extent, or if it simply serves
to bring home some concrete theological and anthropological points. The answer to
this question entails far-reaching consequences, especially concerning the nature,
function, and purpose o f Sheol, which in turn has to do with the state of the dead,
resurrection, etc.
At the very outset o f this brief analysis, it is important to note that according to
Block’s detailed studies,2 more than half o f the book o f Ezekiel employs judgment and
death vocabulary, which can be summarized by three technical terms, standing next to
each other at the beginning o f the book (Ezek 2:10), namely, tP3p (“lamentations”),
n2.ni (“and mourning”), 'HI (and “woe,” “wailing”).3
In addition, it is also necessary to mention that almost the whole chapter of
Ezek 31 (vss. 3-17) is written in the perfect (imperfect consecutive), which in the
description of the judgment scene usually functions as a prophetic perfect, referring to

!Harris, “Why Hebrew Sheol Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 58-71; Heidel, The
Gilgamesh Epic, 174; Herbert G. May, “The Book of Ezekiel,” IB, 6:236; John W.
Wevers, Ezekiel, The Century Bible (CB) (London: Nelson, 1969), 238.
2See Daniel I. Block, “Beyond the Grave: Ezekiel’s Vision o f Death and
Afterlife,” Bulletin fo r Biblical Research (BBR) 2 (1992): 113-141.
•3

In fact, the death terminology in the book of Ezekiel and its relationship with
Sheol could provide enough material for a separate dissertation. Because of space
and time restrictions, the current study will briefly discuss only a few terms.
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the future fulfillment of Yahweh’s word.1 Furthermore, various genre elements,
including those o f the dirge, focus on the coming event as having already taken place,
and therefore, in the context of the imagery of the destruction of the arrogant tree, it is
•%

also accompanied by mourning (vs. 15). As the allegory presents a highly figurative
description o f Assyria’s death, where it is symbolized by the deadly fall o f the
beautiful cedar, where the figure of trees is maintained for its allies, and where all the
trees go down to the same place where people go, any attempt at a literal interpretation
of Sheol should be reconsidered.
Taking the above-mentioned general features as the guiding principle
for analysis o f vss. 15-18, which are introduced with the citation formula
’TIK 1DK rD , one may focus on the subsequent description of Yahweh’s unique
acts. These acts are illustrated by specific death imagery, which is almost identical
with the imagery of the judgment scene in the oracle against Tyre (26:19-20). The
current passage depicts, under the symbol o f trees, Assyria and her allies as “going
down” (“IT ) to r 6 i m . The term

occurs three times (vss. 1 5 ,16,17) and

always with the directional H . Furthermore, it is located in the midst of a highly
significant analogous vocabulary, which in one way or another refers to death or the
grave. This key terminology executes some important descriptive functions
concerning Sheol and at the same time gives a good idea of its nature.

!George A. Cooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of
Ezekiel (Edinburgh: Clark, 1936), 343.
2On the use o f a great tree as a symbol of a strong nation, see Ezek 17;
19:1-14; Dan 4.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

203

The development and increased intensity of the judgment theme are produced
by means of parallelisms, which are clearly mirrored in the last segment of the oracle.
Table 11 presents a brief overview of some of the major key vocabulary, which
Ezekiel uses to specify death and the grave.

TABLE 11
PARALLELISM IN EZEK 31:14-18

Texts
Ezek 31:14

Hebrew
y t

■
:
%
rr n n: n“ r u%
e3Y* ? #
m\ t xt tr *o: l i rva;
*

t

r

Ezek 31:16
Ezek 31:17

: i r<m; - d t o:
r 6t ix\®: inv k T/ O
in n:
• *
TO n n t" n x
t

among the sons of men
in the day it went down to Sheol
when I brought it down to Sheol
with those who go down to the pit

r 6t ix■>t f: r /r p: t invx* Drroa
** .

they also went down to Sheol with it

n -*aim
b•*b: r- r ^ x
t

to those who are slain by the sword

W in
Ezek 31:18

to the earth below
to those who go down to the pit

TO

Ezek 31:15

Translation
for all of them are handed over to death

p .P T O irn x rrrrirn
rrn n n f i x - S x
jim
n n n '^ S n T ix

and his arm
and you shall be brought down with the
trees o f Eden
to the earth below
you will lie among the uncircumcised
with those who are slain by the sword

The cluster of various terms for death in vs. 14, forming parallel phraseology
and functioning rhetorically, emphasizes the main point of the whole allegory, namely,
the vertical descent from the height o f arrogance straight down to the grave. To call
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attention to the life-death contrast1and the totality of destruction, Ezekiel uses such
words as T O (“death”), n 'f ir tn f l K (“the earth below”), I T (“go down”), and T O
(“pit”) interchangeably.
The often discussed word ”T T (“to go down”) is a technical term for dying,
and is used with Yahweh as the subject in vss. 16 and 18. To go down to the “TO
(“pit,” vss. 14, 16) basically means to go down to the grave, as “TO describes the place
or hole in the earth for physical burial.3
*

Much discussion goes on concerning the expression JTnnn jHX (“the earth
below,” vss. 14,18), what it involves, and whether it should be understood as “the
realm o f the dead” or “the netherworld.”4 The adjective lYPinR (“beneath,” “below”)
in combination with earth occurs thrice, rPPinFl f-tjsrb x (“to the earth beneath,”
vs. 14), rrann f T p (“in the earth beneath,” vs. 16), and r m n n fT K ”1?]* (“to the
earth beneath,” vs. 18), and always in feminine singular. The term mYTH is
used metaphorically to directly qualify the noun

(“earth”) and indirectly “TO and

|

Lawrence Boadt, Ezekiel’s Oracles against Egypt: A Literary and
Philological Study o f Ezekiel 29-32 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1980), 161-181.
Concerning the term T V (“go down”), see the discussion on Gen 37:35. The
term occurs six times in Ezek 31 and seven times in Ezek 32: Ezek 32:18 (2 times),
23,24,25, 29, 30, and 2 times in 26:20.
3Wehmeier, T tS s? ” TLOT, 2:892. The fomiula T O T O T is found in Ezek
26:20 (2 times), 32:18,23,24,25,29,30. See the discussion on Isa 14:9,11,15.
4For various scholarly views see the discussion on Deut 32:22, especially
Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 42-51.
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Sheol.1 It means that the “earth below,” “pit,” and Sheol are located below the earth’s
surface, and refers to the place of those who have died, that is, the grave.2
In a way, the phrase H^FinPI

(“the earth beneath”) answers to the

dilemma by itself as it represents the place where life is nonexistent and functions as a
diametrical opposite to the expression, £Psn ]H K 3 (“in the land o f the living”).3
Finally, the adjective ITTinFl in the expression JTFinn

contains no allusion

to any kind o f activity in the underworld and excludes any attempt to use it as a
qualifier for the conscious existence of spirit after death. The same is true concerning
its parallel terminology.
Furthermore, both the direct and broader contexts o f the current passage
contain an overabundance o f specific vocabulary referring to death. For example, the
unit preceding vss. 15-18 is rich in terminology relating to death, the dead, and the
grave: ]ro (‘ho give over” to death, vss. 11,14); 1EH3 (“to cast out,” 31:11); HOT (“to
do,” “deal,” vs. 11); rT D (“to cut off,” vs. 12); 1003 (“to leave,” “cast away,” vs. 12);
bD3 (“to fall,” vs. 12); “O© (“to break in pieces,” “ruin,” vs. 12); n^?30 (“carcass,”
“ruin,” vs. 13); etc.4 In spite of the fact that there is an abundance of direct lexical
^or more information on the term see the discussion on Deut 32:22.
2Rona!d F. Youngblood, “DHR,” TWOT, 2:968. Compare the usage of the
adjective in Deut 32:22; Judg 1:15; Job 41:16; Ps 86:13. However, Ezek 26:20, 32:18,
*
>1
24 uses a variant expression of TiffR, namely, the plural noun nTRHFI (translated as,
“the lower parts,” “the lowest,” “depth”). See also Josh 15:19; Pss 63:10; 88:7;
139:15; Isa 44:23; Lam 3:55.
3Ezek 26:20; 32:23,24,25, 26,27,32.
4For the vocabulary o f death in a broader context, see an insightful and highly
recommendable article written by Block, “Beyond the Grave: Ezekiel’s Vision of
Death and Afterlife,” 113-141.
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links with Ezek 32, they will be discussed separately below.1
It should also be noted that vss. 12 and 13 mirror the content o f vss. 15-18 by
providing additional thematic links, nuances, and insights. Accordingly, vs. 12,
employing figurative language, describes the death o f the arrogant tree, which is being
cut down (in ri“p"1) by alien ruthless nations and then left alone (^nO£3sl). Here the
Qal of the term FHS (“cut off,” “kill”) is used figuratively in the sense o f “to
annihilate,” “destroy,” or “exterminate.” 2 The words T n isb*l (“its branches,” vss. 7,
9) and TIT5KS (“its boughs,” vss. 5, 6, 8,13) in the following parallel expressions,
t

•

t

j

:

t

t

*•

r

:

* t

branches have fallen”) and f lK H

v

v

(“on the mountains and in all the valleys its
y

v

TTftKB n n a t f n i (“and its

boughs have been broken in all the ravines o f the land”) are clear allusions to the dead
■?

bodies, which are scattered across mountains and valleys. Moreover, vs. 13 continues
to describe the consequences o f the death o f the cedar. It portrays the total destruction
of the tree by using imagery o f

(“all the birds o f heaven”) and

rn ten rvrt b'D (“all the beasts of the field”) as dwelling
IThKS-LjKI

(“on its ruins”)

(“and on its boughs”).4 Here is absolutely nothing that would suggest a

!For the diagram o f the lexical links of the oracle see Block, Ezekiel 25-48,
178-180.
2Gerhard F. Hasel, T T D ,” TDOT, 7:339-351.
3Compare with Ezek 36:8 where the language is literal: "I will fill its
mountains with its slain; on your hills and in your valleys and in all your ravines those
slain by the sword will fall.” See also Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37,640.
4A similar picture o f a total destruction is found in Lev 26:33-35; Deut 29:23;
Isa 13:19-22; Jer 50:39-40, etc.
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continuation of existence in Sheol.
As can be seen from table 11, vs. 14 contains not only the message of
judgment, which results in the death penalty and serves as a warning to all those
nations who want to follow in Assyria’s footsteps, but also absorbs the essence of the
entire oracle. Yahweh, who always has the last word in human affairs, reaffirms the
death sentence for the arrogant trees anew, rntpb

(“for all of them are

handed over to death”).
The term

(“to mourn,” “lament”) in vs. 15 functions as another indicator

of the death o f the beautiful tree. The term

, in the causative stem (Hi. pf. 1 c.s.,

“I will cause to moum”), occurs in the passage containing announcements of
Yahweh’s judgments which are about to be executed, and an inseparable part o f them
is mourning over those who are going to perish.

■j

Moreover, the purpose o f these judgments is to cut down the arrogant tree from
the land o f the living, which is clearly demonstrated by means o f a triple emphasis on
the “going down” to Sheol in vss. 15-17, which excludes any notion of survival after
death. In fact, Yahweh Himself brings the beautiful tree down to Sheol with those
who go down to the “TQ. All allies had also gone down to the Sheol, thus joining
those killed with the sword (vss. 16-17). Moreover, the description o f the final scene
in Sheol (vss. 15-17) presents all the previously mentioned characters: DlnPl (“the
deep,” vss. 4,15),

□'•DO (“o f many waters,” vss. 5, 7,15), CPQ (“waters,”

vss. 4,15), n ^ m n r r w (“its rivers,” vss. 4,15), ^ 3 (“shadow,” vss. 3, 6,12,17),

sSee discussion on the term
1:44-48.

on Gen 37:35. Baumann,
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J l h h (“Lebanon,” vss. 3,15,16), H l f H ‘‘SIT^S (“all trees of the field,” vss. 4, 5,
15), D^Q e,ntS"b3 (“all well-watered trees,” vss. 14,16), 0^13 (“nations,” vss. 6,11,
12,16,17), and

(“all the trees o f Eden,” vss. 9,16,18).

The phrases rPHnfl |H J Q TOQP1 (“and were comforted in the earth
below”), “all the trees of Eden,” and “the choice and best of Lebanon” present
extended metaphors which refuse to be interpreted literally. The apposition of trees is
listed by the inclusive label □’’D

(lit., “all drinking waters”). Moreover,

they generate elements for which no correspondent exists in the referent,1and
therefore cannot be used as the proof o f life in Sheol. The term DTO (“be comforted,”
“comfort”) is in Ni. impf. 3 m. p., and one o f its uses is in the context of death.2 The
basic idea of Ezekiel is simple: the arrogant cedar was envied by all the trees in its
earthly life (vs. 9), but after it is cut down, the trees are comforted by the final result
that in Sheol all the trees are on the same level.
The prophet takes the term

and balances it by its synonyms, T H and

*

rrnnn |HX. Accordingly, by means o f the specific choice of analogous words,
Ezekiel provides various descriptive aspects o f the grave, which include the
information about its location, direction, and, in a way, also a spatial imagery. The
phrases D“!tt ’32 (“the sons of men,” vs. 14) and “113 'H I T (“those who go down
to the pit,” vss. 14,16) function not only as equivalent expressions, but also as all-

'Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37, 647.
2Horaeio Simian-Yofre, “DTO” TDOT, 9:340-355.
3Block, The Book o f Ezekiel, 25-48,196.
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inclusive idioms for all the human race that has died.1 In other words, all die and go
down to the pit. Though both expressions 2TTT',^ i? n (“those who are slain by the
sword,” vss. 17,18) and w b 'I S (“the uncircumcised,” vs. 18) are correlative
designations referring to the dead, they cover a relatively small group of people. To
this group also belongs ISTiri (“and his arm”), which is translated by the NAU as “its
strength,” or by NIV and NRSV, “its allies.” The phrase ilpT I serves as a dynamic
metaphor to designate “its allies among the nations” that helped him in his conquests.
Finally, all three terms, n b i m , t q , and

rrnnn

function as

synonyms for the grave. There is nothing in the text suggesting that Sheol, “pit,” and
“the earth below” would represent three different specified locations. All the trees
went down to one and the same place. “The sons of men,” “those who go down to the
pit,” “those who are slain by the sword,” and “the uncircumcised” are also lying in the
same location. Besides, neither Sheol, nor “pit,” nor “the earth below,” is connected
in any way with morality or ethical concepts, for they are not moral, as can be seen
from previous studies.
The analogical conclusion o f the allegory (vss. 2-18) serves as an object lesson
to all nations. The question asked in vs. 2,

r r p i •p -b t

(“and

to whom are you like in your greatness”)—to a once-beautiful cedar, Assyria—is
addressed to Pharaoh and his hordes. The detailed reply to the question is found in
the subsequent description o f the fall and death o f the arrogant tree and all its

3See a similar passage in Ezek 26:20,
those who go down to the pit, to the people o f old”).

(“with

2Sidney Zandstra, “Sheol and Pit in the Old Testament,” Princeton Theological
Review (PTR) 5 (1907): 631-641.
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followers. Moreover, at the very end of this extended figure the same inquiry is
repeated, H.AST'SBa h i m
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thus in glory and in greatness among the trees o f Eden?”)—to the beautiful cedar.
The response and the message o f the whole allegory are more than clear: You,
Pharaoh, with all your hordes are like to nothing but cut down trees and dead bodies in
the grave. In addition, “to go down to Sheol” is the same as the termination o f your
(“you will be no more”).1
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Translation and Textual Remarks
21 The mighty chiefs shall speak o f him, with their helpers, out o f the midst of Sheol:
"They have come down, they lie still, the uncircumcised, killed by the sword."2
27 And they do not lie with the fallen warriors o f long ago,3
who went down to Sheol with their weapons o f war,
and whose swords were laid under their heads,
‘Ezek 26:21; 27:36; 28:19; also Isa 17:14.
2LXX omits W h i m
TTT and inserts xal Koiprjthrct pern
duepiTgrprcov kv ploip TpaupatuSv paxaipac;. See Leslie C. Allen, “Annotation
Clusters in Ezekiel,” ZA W 102 (1990): 408-413.
3MT implies DI5?*™ (“from the uncircumcised”), which has been adopted by
NIV, NASB, NKJV, etc., where LXX has DblOT (“from o f old”) and is used by
NRSV.
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and whose shields1 are upon their bones;
for the terror o f the warriors was in the land o f the living.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ezek 32:1-32 incorporates the last two oracles against Egypt (vss. 1-16,17-32)
and serves as an expansion o f the previous chapter. The seventh oracle, which can be
clearly demarcated, contains two references to Sheol (vss. 21 and 27). It starts with
the date notice, nj® H lt o Ttf&a '’TPT (“and it came to pass in the twelfth year,”
32:17), is followed by an address in vs. 18, HH3

( “Son o f man, wail”), and

in vss. 31 and 32, it closes with the twofold signatory formula, HI IT "TIK DK3
(“says the Lord Yahweh”). The oracle comprises at least three smaller subunits:2
The first unit (vss. 19-21) is marked off by the verb in Hophal HZD©*! (“be
laid to rest”) at the beginning o f vs. 19, and ^QD© (“they lie”) at the end o f vs. 21,
thus forming an envelope structure. Egypt is sent down to Sheol where it is greeted by
the mighty leaders.
The next segment (vss. 22-28) pictures multitudes o f the dead in Sheol. Each
nation is introduced by the adverbial particle 0© (“there is,” vss. 22,24,26), which is
followed by a repeated, slightly modified, standard phrase. Each group o f the dead is
accused with having spread dread o f themselves

(“In the land of the

!MT and all the other ancient versions support the reading o f DDTO
(“their iniquities”) which is employed in NTV, NASB, NKJV. However, NRSV uses
the emendation DfDJS (“their shields”).
Structurally the passage is problematic. It is possible to take vss. 19-21 as one
unit, which constitutes a proclamation of judgment upon the nation, and vss. 22-30 as
the second unit, describing the nations already in Sheol. In vs. 19, a direct address is
in the second person, but starting with vss. 20-32, it is in the third person.
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living”).
The last unit (vss. 29-32) is introduced by the adverbial particle HOT (‘There
is”) which points out that the leaders of Edom and the Sidonians, despite their rn^IHS
(“might”), are also lying in Sheol. The basic structural form o f the unit can be
diagrammed in the following way:1
Date and command to prophesy
Proclamation of judgment
Reason
Proclamation
Results of the judgment
Mighty warriors
Assyria
Elam
Meshech-Tubal
Mighty heroes
Judgment against Egypt
Edom
Princes o f the North/Sidon
Judgment against Egypt
Concluding formula (HIIT ] p K DIO)
Summary o f judgment oracle (refers to vs. 19)
Concluding formula (HITT 'TfX D*U)

32:17
32:18-19
19a
1 8 ,19b
32:20-31
21
22f
24f
26
27
28
29
30
31a
32:31b
32:32a
32:32b

To determine the overall genre o f the last oracle is difficult. The text is filled
with various fixed phrases and repetitions. The opening command to the prophet in
vs. 18, nrD (“wail, lament”), identifies the unit as a dirge.2 However, the absence of
the 3:2 lament meter forces one to look for other clues.3 The oracle is not identified as
!Boadt, Ezekiel’s Oracles against Egypt, 150.
2Ihis impression is even more strengthened by the participation o f the
DTTK DJ13 nilQ I (“daughters o f the powerful nations,” vs. 18).
■j

The prophet is again told to lament, but what follows is not called a HPj?, and
the meter, where detectable, is o f the regular 2+2 type, perhaps an alternative lament
form as, for example, in Jer 9:19.
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a n r p (“lamentation,” “dirge”) either. In fact, it is a hybrid, or to put It in different
terms, it represents a parody o f the lament form.1 Finally, the oracle contains various
elements o f the prophetic judgment speech, formal accusation, and punitive action.

Exegetical Notes
The final vision (vss. 17-32) In the string of the seven pronouncements against
Egypt ends the entire series o f oracles against foreign nations by bringing all the
previous messages to their culmination and resolution. The oracle contains, however,
no distinct elements of accusation but only the message o f the proclamation of
judgment. The prophet takes the thought of Ezek 31:15-18, where the tree symbolism
plays a central role, and replaces it by direct allusions to historical nations, which he
sees as having come to an end and lying in their graves. Basically, the oracle
describes Yahweh’s great reckoning with all those who spread terror on earth by
causing them to go down to Sheol.2 In spite o f the fact that the motif o f the descent to
Sheol has been picked up already in Ezek 28:17, the present prophecy may be
interpreted as an expansion o f the fifth oracle. As far as the distribution and meaning
of the basic key terminology are concerned, the oracle is in complete agreement with
the interpretation of Ezek 31:15-18.
It should also be strongly reemphasized that Ezekiel’s description of Egypt’s
descent to Sheol is one o f the most figurative and graphic passages in the entire
Hebrew Scripture. It means that the rules o f interpretation o f the passage differ from

!Yee, “The Anatomy of Biblical Parody,” 565-586.
2Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2 5-48,178.
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the regular cases when a researcher should use a literal approach. As strange as it may
be, some scholars take the description of Ezek 32:17-32 with all its figurative details
and interpret it literally in order to build and prove the doctrine o f life in the
underworld. For example, D. Block provides a detailed explanation about the state of
the dead in Sheol by the following words:
On the other hand, our primary text, 32:17-32, clearly recognizes a continued
existence for the deceased. Several observations on their condition in the afterlife
may be made. First, that which survives o f the deceased is not simply the spiritual
component o f the human being, but a shadowy image of the whole person,
complete with head and skeleton. Second, as we have already noted, the deceased
lie (sakab) on beds (miskab) in their respective wards, arranged according to their
nationality. Third, the inhabitants of Sheol are not asleep but fully conscious.
They are not only aware o f one another and their relative positions; they also know
that their conduct during their tenure “in the land o f the living” has determined
their respective positions in Sheol.1
The problem with this interpretation is that it takes the highly figurative
language, deliberately employed by the prophet, and reads it literally. It also tends to
work against the messages o f those texts where the term Sheol clearly refers to death
and the grave as it was demonstrated in the Torah and partially in the Prophets.
Instead of taking notice of distinctive vocabulary, which intersects with specific genre

1Block, “Beyond the Grave,” 122-123. For similar views see Rosenberg, who
sees in the text distinct realms o f the netherworld. “The Concept of Biblical Sheol,”
42-51; NEB takes the plural noun
and translates “ghostly form” in 1 Sam 28:13.
Robert E. Cooley, “Gathered to His People: A Study o f the Dothan Family Tomb,” in
The Living and Active Word o f God: Studies in Honor o f Samuel J. Schultz, ed. Morris
Inch and Ronald Youngblood (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 47-58. See also
Albright, “Mesopotamian Elements in Canaanite Eschatology,” 143-154; Eichrodt,
Theology o f the Old Testament, 2:214. For the opposite views see John B. Taylor,
Ezekiel: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: JuterVarsity
Press, 1969), 210-211; Harris, “Why Hebrew She’ol Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 62-63;
Stuart, Ezekiel, 303; Zimmerti, Ezekiel 25-48, 171-178; Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic,
174.
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Identification and theological concerns, the predetermined categories generate and
lead to the desired but contradicting conclusions.
In order to avoid misinterpretation and find out what Ezekiel means by the
pronouncement of the last oracle against Egypt, it is necessary to Identify the basic key
words, phrases, images, and structural elements that allude to Yahweh’s plan in this
world, and then to briefly examine their function in the text, synthesize, and
summarize their theological contribution.
The links o f terminology with the previous chapter are obvious. The only
difference is that chap. 32 has more repetitions and a much higher density of the key
expressions. Stylistically, the oracle draws mostly from the vocabulary of death.1
Table 12 reflects the basic content o f the oracle by presenting in a successive order
Egypt, Assyria, Elam, Meschech-Tubal, Edom, and the Sidonians, describing each of
them in a similar way.
By creating highly graphic imagery and emphasizing various figurative
elements, Ezekiel pursues a definite goal. The prophet deliberately presents an
exaggerated picture of the consignment o f the hordes of Egypt to Sheol in order to
make a point, which has nothing to do with the map of the underground regions or the
doctrine o f the afterlife. By means o f sarcasm and irony, Ezekiel often uses
lament-styie imagery to portray the inflated greatness of an arrogant nation, which is
followed by the description o f its sudden humiliation and death (Ezek 26; 31). The
last oracle is no exception.
!For additional information see also the structural pattern and synoptic chart of
Ezek 32:22-30 by Block, The Book o f Ezekiel, 25-48,222-223. For versional
correspondents and structural analysis see Parunak, “Structural Studies in Ezekiel,”
406-421.
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TABLE 12
THE BASIC PATTERN OF THE KEY VOCABULARY REFERRING TO
DEATH AND GRAVE IN EZEK 32:17-32

Key Words/Phrases Egypt Assyria Elam
Ezek 32:17-32
17-21 22-23 24-25
3x
IT
4x
-

T

T U T ..IT. 'n N

lx

"ria

lx

b in ©

lx

1x

lin n

2x

lx

lx

2x

lx

lx

lx
lx

Disn p « a

Sidon Egypt
30
31-32
2x

lx

lx

rrnnri

Meshech- Edom
Tubal 26-28
29
lx
lx

2x

2x

2x

lx

2x

lx

2x

2x

3x

2x

lx

2x
u 'b n s

2x
3x

*

t

:

3x

y in

nm, m
T

T

T

D T ia a

lx

2x

3x

lx

lx

lx

lx

lx

lx

lx

2x

2x
lx

2x

3x

lx

3x

5x

2x

lx

lx

3x

2x

2x

2x

2x

lx

lx

2x

rrnn

lx

2x

2x

lx

lx

a^ao

2x

2x
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2x
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lx

lx

lx

2x

*

t

*221,D*?3
I

2x

lx

o ^ n
T

lx
lx

2x

orraSa
t

lx

T V

aT p^n

•

T

Tfina

2x

^93

lx

aais

2x

-

“

T

T

2x

lx
lx

lx

lx

lx
4x
lx
2x
lx
2x
m
Source: Based and developed on the structure suggested by Henry Van Dyke Parunak,
“Structural Studies in Ezekiel” (Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University, 1978), 407.
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it

In vs. 18, Yahweh’s address to Ezekiel, D‘1K“]3 (“son of man”), is followed
by the command HlTl (“wail, lament”) over the Egyptian hordes and to decree
their descent to Sheol. The term HTH belongs to the sphere of mourning for the
dead.1 Thus at once it creates a sinister atmosphere of the burial and enhances the
portentous nature of the message o f death and the grave. Furthermore, the prophet is
not made to wail for the sudden loss o f Egypt’s fame or defeat in the land o f the living,
but for the final punishment which brings it down to Sheol, where it is impossible to
undo or change one’s destiny.
The rhetorical function o f the question to Egypt in vs. 19, ROOT ’’SO (“whom
do you surpass in beauty!”), not only reminds one of the parallel investigations, “to
whom are you like in your greatness!” and “to whom are you like thus in your glory
and in greatness among the trees o f Eden?” (Ezek 31:2,18), but also carries a strong
connotation o f taunt, mockery, and derision. The very next two imperatives, standing
side by side, in vs. 19, D ^llT rSK r m o n i HI") (“go down and be laid with the
uncircumcised”), show that the judgment has already taken place and its verdict is the
death penalty. The execution o f the punishment Is at hand, and sending Egypt down to
Sheol would leave nothing o f its former greatness, glory, and beauty. Consequently,

’Leonard J. Coppes, “HrO,” TWOT, 2:559; August H. Konkef, “TOT
NIDOTTE, 3:43. Usually mourning is connected with past events. This lament is
unusual in the sense that it refers to future events which are to take place as the result
o f Yahweh’s judgments. Whatever is the case, the oracle contains the four basic
lament characteristics: (1) direct address to the dead (in this case, the future dead), (2)
eulogy of the dead, (3) call to mourning, and (4) an evaluation of the loss to the living.
2Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 438.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

218
the hordes of Egypt are to be brought down fPFinrs jH ir b K (“to the earth below”) 1
“113 '’T IT T IK (“with those who go down to the pit”), but that is not all, for
h im

(“out ofthe midst o f Sheol”) O n la a

welcome Egypt who now lies

(“the mighty chiefs”)

1pfS2, D ^lS T flX (“with the

imcircumcised, amid those killed by the sword,” vss. 18-21). The expression “killed
by the sword” is repeated twelve times2 “to denote the judgment as being executed by
Divine government.”3
■ It is interesting to note the progression of the death penalty and its execution in
the oracle by means o f the particular usage of the key term T T (“to go down”). In vs.
18 Yahweh commands the prophet

(“and bring it down,” Hi. impv. 2 m.s.-3

m.s. sf.). In vs. 19 the idea o f the death sentence is reinforced by the second ( T P
(“go down,” Qal impv. 2 m.s.), and in vs. 21 the Egyptians are already dead, H T
(“they have come down,” Qal pf. 3 c.p.). As in the previous cases, the expressions
contain the same synonymous
vocabulary and function as equivalent phrases to designate the grave. It is clear that
Egypt went down only to one place and not to several different locations
simultaneously or in turn. Here the prophet introduces a clear picture o f burial when
the dead are buried in 112 or HH© (Ezek 28:8) deep in the ground.4 Each of these

’Literally, “to the lower parts of the earth.”
2Ezek 32:20,21,22, 2 3 ,2 4 ,2 5 ,2 6 ,2 8 ,2 9 ,3 0 ,3 1 , and 32.
3Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 342.
4Zimmerli, Ezekiel 25-48,172.
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key terms, including the extended image of HTinF! ]HK, serves to provide some
descriptive aspect of Sheol.
The second lengthened imperative in vs. 19, D ^ l lT n K niD W rn (“and be
laid with the uncircumcised”), is in Hofal and functions as the equivalent to the first
imperative H T ”] (“go down”), thus intensifying and enhancing the portrayal of
Egypt’s death.1 In the Hebrew Scripture death is often alluded to as a sleep, and it is
reasonable that the verb ID® (“to lie down”) has become a common metaphor for
death.2 For example, in 1 Kgs 11:21 the verb Ip ® is parallel to iTWO (“to die”). The
same euphemistic application of the term to dying is found in many other texts. To
emphasize the destructive power of death and its consequences, in this oracle alone,
Ezekiel employs the term ID® eight times (see table 12).
Some scholars attempt to use the phrase

TpFlQ for drawing a map-like

representation o f Sheol as “the heart o f the netherworld,”4 or speak about the
underworld, “consisting o f a central part, lower depth and fringes,”5 thus leading to the

1S ee2C hr 16:14.
2The expression “to lie down with one’s fathers” will briefly be discussed
under Expanded Excursus at the end o f the chapter. “HD®,” BDB, 1012; William C.
Williams, “ID ® ,” NIDOTTE, 4:101-102. See also Harry M. (Minsky, “The Hebrew
Root skh,” M L 63 (1944): 19-44; John S. Kselman, “Psalm 3: A Structural and
Literary Study,” CBQ 49 (1987): 572-580; Yair Zakovitch, “SIsseras Tod,” Z A W 93
(1981): 364-374; Thomas H. McAIpine, Sleep, Divine and Human, in the Old
Testament, JSOTSup 38 (Sheffield: ISOT, 1987), 144-147.
31 Kgs 14:31; 2 Kgs 8:24; Isa 14:4, 8,18; 43:17; Job 3:13; 7:21; 14:12.
4Biock, Ezekiel 25-48,219.
5Boadt, Ezekiel’s Oracles against Egypt, 161.
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misinterpretation o f the Hebrew text. Basically, when the noun *pjp| (“middle”) is
combined with the preposition ]Q (“from,” “out o f’), it has the meaning “out” or
“from within,” carrying a sense o f separation or source and nothing more.1
Sarcastically, but to the point, Ezekiel derides Egypt, which once was a superpower
and now is greeted by the dead from Sheol as it has come down to lie next to the
uncircumcised.
In the given passage Ezekiel refers to seven nations (T3iDiTi!?Del (“and all
their hordes”),2 THTirnK (“helpers”),3

(“and all their princes”),4 among

whom there are two specific groups, 0 ^ ”U?n (“the uncircumcised”) and 2*irT',l?l?n
(“those killed by the sword”), which are mentioned more often than any other
representatives. In order to dramatize Egypt’s descent to the grave, Ezekiel employs
the hyperbolic effect, namely, he portrays O'HliSD

(“the mighty chiefs”) as

speaking out o f Sheol. Bullinger calls it personification o f inanimate things, namely,
“dead people are represented as speaking out o f Sheol: i.e., the grave, as is clear from
the whole context.”5 He continues to explain that “verses 22-32 are about those who

1Steven S. Tuell,

” NIDOTTE, 4:279-280.

2“p n n , ” BDB, 242; Daniel Bodi, The Book o f Ezekiel and the Poem o f Erra,
Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 104 (Freiburg: Universitatsverlag, 1991), 117-161.
3“*TO,” BDB, 740.
4“X’’t2J3,” BDB, 672.
• T

5Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 866.
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have been slain with the sword, and are fallen and lying in their graves.”1 This effect
does not contradict the major theme o f the oracle and cannot be used to prove life’s
continuation in the underworld. Just the opposite is true: Various groups o f the dead,
which are mentioned in the oracle, function as additional indicators that by Sheol is
meant the grave. First o f all, the expression 3 “)IT',S {pn (“those slain by the sword”)
several times is associated with w b i m (“the uncircumcised,” see table 12) and
always designates “those who are slain,” “slaughtered in the heat of battle,”
"j

“murdered,” or “executed.” Second, the repeatedly occurring equivalent expressions
2 ^ 2 ^ all ofthem slain”) ^

y rQ

0 ^ 2 3 (“fallen by the sword”), plus

other related vocabulary, exclude any idea o f any form o f existence after death. All
of them are slain, fallen, and dead, because they are cut off from the land o f the living.
In order to intensify and demonstrate the description o f Egypt’s total
humiliation and shame, the prophet, being Israelite and a priest (Ezek 1:3), entwines in
his piled-up death vocabulary the term

(“the uncircumcised”),3 which occurs

in the oracle ten times. Ezekiel uses this designation to call attention to (1) “going
down” by the sword, to emphasize (2) the outcome of death, and (3) to associate it
with the grave. The word

has extremely negative connotations, and for

Egypt it represents the utmost contempt and disgrace. Instead o f being buried in honor
and lying among the mighty men (vs. 27), Egypt with her hordes is degraded to the

^ id .
2Otto Kaiser,
” TDOT, 5:155-165; Peter Enns,
NIDOTTE,
2:259-262. See also (slain) Num 19:16; Deut 21:1 -9; Jer 41:9; (“killed in battle”) Isa
34:1; Lam 2:21; (“fallen”) Isa 22:2, etc.
3 j? lS
** T? ” fiD $5790.
7
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level o f the unclean, uncircumcised, and murdered pagans.1
Furthermore, in vss. 22-30 the prophet pictures various nations that Egypt
would join in Sheol.2 He starts with Assyria, which is there surrounded by T T n2p
(“her graves”) of her slain

(“in the depth/sides of the pit,” vss. 22-23).

Elam is in rfJl"Qp (“her grave”) with her hordes who went down uncircumcised
npnm f

(“to the earth below”) “112

(“with those who go down

to the pit”), with the hordes around Pin“n p (“her grave,” vss. 24-25). Meschech and
Tubal have their hordes around n T lT Q p (“their graves”). They lie with the others
who went down uncircumcised to h i m “with their weapons o f war, whose swords
were placed under their heads” (vss. 26-27). Edom and the Sidonians also lie with the
uncircumcised “112 'H T T llO (“and with those who go down to the pit.” vss. 29-30).
It is impossible to determine a precise geographical location o f these graves and it is
not necessary. The point is that any place o f burial functions as the grave or the place
of the dead and contrariwise, which by extension also includes any place o f death that
involves an impossibility of a proper burial.

'The Phoenicians, like the Israelites, and the Egyptians practiced circumcision.
See Werner Dommershausen, “^ n TDOT, 4:409-417; Leslie C. Allen, “*222,”
NIDOTTE, 3:537-538; Gunter Mayer,
TDOT, 11:359-361. For various views
and aspects of circumcision see Zimmerii, Ezekiel 25-48,173-174; Jack M. Sasson,
“Circumcision in the Ancient Near East,” JBL 85 (1966): 473-476; Moshe Weinfeld,
“Jeremiah and the Spiritual Metamorphosis of Israel,” ZA W 88 (1976): 17-56;
Adolphe Lods, “La mort des incirconcis,” Comptes rendus de I ’Academie des
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (1943): 271-283.
2Because of the overabundance o f the material to process and space
limitations, only a few observations will be made.
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It is possible to take vss. 22-26 as one segment because the burial description
of the three nations contains some specific and common characteristics. Moreover,
each nation with its hordes is depicted according to the sequence o f an ABCD
structural outline (see table 13),1which in turn puts one nation in parallel to another,
thus emphasizing their common destiny in the grave:
As can be seen from this brief summarized overview in table 13, each nation is
characterized by almost the same wording. Because they spread CPT!
(“terror in the land of the living”),

D’*?B3n D '^ n

slain, fallen by the sword”), Hrnaj?

fTTin

(“all o f them are
(“and all their hordes are

around their grave”). Ezekiel pictures here a huge cemetery with numberless graves
where the representatives o f various nations lie dead. They all are DJD (“there”) in
their graves. The adverbial particle DO is used for strong emphasis that the
•y

mentioned nations with all their hordes are really dead and in Sheol. In these
few verses the prophet uses the term "Dp (“grave”) six times, once in parallel with

nrnnn

(“to the earth below,” vs. 24),3 once with IDOQ (“bed,” vs. 25),4

!The pattern is partially based on the research done by Boadt, Ezekiel’s
Oracles against Egypt, 156-164.
2“DVS”
BDB,7 1027.
7
3“The earth below” is a compound expression with “below” serving as its
qualifier. However, neither Sheol nor “pit” needs such qualification. See an
interesting discussion on this point in Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 109.
4For the term 2DW
see Excursus 1,2,
and 3.
“ 7
7 7

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

224
TABLE 13
THE SEQUENCE OF ABCD PATTERN IN EZEK 32:22-26

Translation

Hebrew
rATnT1p: -S oTiX S to'k-

Pattern
A
did
<?

Texts
Ezek 32:22

there is Assyria and all her company
v m n p v n ix n o

round about him are his graves
m vit
r av o ^\ *a:s n
■t o jtt e\
all of them killed, fallen by the sword
n ix 'T O T a n T m p ana i m
whose graves are set in the depth/sides of the pit
nA
m
a pi; n i y\ n•o: r 6TnTpft wJ* 5T T\
and her company is round about her grave
x r a ta ^ s i b ^ n n b s
all of them killed, fallen by the sword
□ « n r i m rrn n u n n t i x
who spread terror in the land of the living
rdinrr^Di h b ^ s atf
there is Elam and all her multitude
nA
nT-n
TspIs r n vy n*o:
round about her grave
x rvva~ D ^*D: in- b 'b•brn nb%
jr •*.
all of them killed, fallen by the sword
n r n• m
: - r i x ~ b xv u 'jb• n*’“ss r /r rst-n tfvx
who went down uncircumcised to the earth below
D^n p x a , b n T in iana i m
who spread terror in the land of the living
i l n n n r -n K u m h p
and they bear their shame with those going down to the pit
22 m una o ^ b n P l i r a
among the slain they have made a bed
n iin
T rr^
-s DTa: b S?
for her with all her multitude
n r r a p -r n ix n p
round about Mm are her graves
m r n S S n ...w..j*
b is nb2
....... ..........—.......... . ............. ...... ...... .v:/ ..
**“*- jt \ .

B
C

Ezek 32:23

D
A

Ezek 32:24

B
C

D
E

Ezek 32:25
A
B
C
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Table 13—Continued.
all of them uncircumcised, killed by the sword
a isn T iviv
m : D rvnn
i r r ^r
t • •
because terror of them was spread in the land o f the living
“i i i m •- r; -i m v b nt at 'r* s: w<fcn
:
and they bear their shame with those going down to the pit
iro u 'b b r \ T \ m

D
E

among the slain they are laid
n ilo r r b m b a n i t i n Dti

A

Ezek 32:26

there is Meshech, Tubal and all her multitude
B
rtrav
n r o:p1* prrirraD
\t r :
round about him are her graves
C
r nvv ■bSrtn
” us. : n 'b*-m
•*': <T \
all o f them uncircumcised, killed by the sword
D
o^rt
r ” 1 ".tv : orrnn
vt * • u /n; rt» rs
because terror o f them was spread in the land o f the living
Source: Based and developed on the structure suggested by Lawrence Boadt, Ezekiel’s
Oracles against Egypt: A Literary and Philological Study o f Ezekiel 29-32 (Rome:
Biblical Institute Press, 1980), 156-158.

rim

which in this context functions as a “place o f burial,”1 and according to Boadt,
especially as “a bier or sepulcher,”2 and thrice with “I'D (“pit,” 2 3 ,2 4 ,25).3 Except
for a few hyperbolic/personification effects o f vs. 21, where D'HiSD
(“the mighty chiefs will speak o f him”), and of vs. 31, OFDl

n K T DDIK

(“when Pharaoh sees them, he will be comforted”), which cannot be taken as proof o f
the conscious state o f the dead in Sheol, the oracle contains no allusion to any kind o f
existence in Sheol. The main point o f the entire prophecy focuses on the fact that
those great nations which brought terror in the land o f the living will one day be
l2 Chr 16:14; Isa 57:2; Ezek 32:25.
Williams, “3SOSQ,” NIDOTTE, 2:1129-1130.

BDB, 1013; William C.

‘7
Boadt, Ezekiel’s Oracles against Egypt, 164.
3Vs. 23 contains the phrase

(“in the depth/sides o f the pit”).
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destroyed. Moreover, none o f the details o f this judgment oracle can be used to build
the doctrine o f life after death in the underworld.
After the question posed to Egypt, RDM “’DO (“whom do you surpass in
beauty?” vs. 19) and the subsequent description o f specific nations, which are slain by
the sword and lying in their graves, Yahweh delivers a straightforward message to
Pharaoh: m m ^- n T- t Xv 3 3 tfm 2 2 tm* D 'h lV
1 T O HP1K1
(“So
•*-:
t
x ^you shall be
vi t

:

> * - : • :

r*

i

s

:

~

broken in the midst o f the uncircumcised, and lie with those who are killed by the
sword,” vs. 28). This is not the language o f continued existence in the underworld, but
that of death and the termination o f life. In spite of their past advantages, the nations
are able neither to escape from Yahweh’s judgments nor to save themselves from the
grave. Now these nations and their leaders are waiting for Egypt’s coming.
In summary, the oracle pictures Egypt and other nations with their leaders and
armies as “going down,” “fallen,” “slain,” and “lying” with “the uncircumcised.” In
the passage some o f the major characters are: Egypt, Assyria, Elam, Meshech-Tubal,
Edom, Sidon, “hordes,” “companies,” “helpers,” “mighty chiefs,” “mighty men,”
“kings,” “the princes,” “the uncircumcised,” “those slain by the sword,” and “those
who go down.” The place where the dead lie is called: “grave,” “earth below,” “pit,”
“Sheol,” “bed,” “in the midst o f the slain,” “among the uncircumcised,” and “there.”
These words are figures of speech, as was demonstrated above. Moreover, these
figures are the figures o f death.
It is obvious that in the last oracle against Egypt, the terms are synonymous
and mean no more than a place below earth where the dead are buried, namely, the
grave. There is no need to refer to any mythical location or subterranean place which
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is inhabited by ghosts or shades. Neither any special cosmology nor mythology is
implied here.1 In order to clearly demonstrate the main point of the prophecy,
Ezekiel, by means o f a highly symbolic language, presents an imagined scenario, that
any earthly kingdom, no matter how powerful it may be, eventually comes to an end
as Yahweh judges the affairs of the earth.

The Book of the Twelve
Introduction
In the Hebrew Scriptures the Major Prophets are followed by the Book o f the
Twelve. It is a collection o f various much shorter prophetic books, which, on the basis
of their brevity, have been frequently called the Minor Prophets. For instance, the
book o f Obadiah consists o f only twenty-one verses, while Zechariah has fourteen
chapters. The same contrast is seen concerning their dates, which cover the time
period from the eighth century to the fifth century B.C. Altogether the term Sheol in
the Book o f the Twelve is found only five times: Hos 13:14 (twice); Amos 9:2; Jonah
2:3, and Hab 2:5.

Texts
Hos 13:14

ubmK niDD m m 'him t o
b ix ti p B j? m rnn*
tk
5T « .. nn©
r.r '.1am
- %
a**

7

i v

v t r

’

**

:

v

1Youngblood, “n n n ” TWOT, 2:967-969.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
I

From the hand o f Sheol I will ransom them, from death I will redeem them.
Where are your plagues, O Death? Where is your destruction, O Sheol?
Compassion is hidden from my eyes.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Hos 13 is demarcated by proper nouns CHSK (“Ephraim”) at the beginning of
13:1 and pID © (“Samaria”) at 14:1. The chapter contains a number of combined
units which are arranged so that it constitutes a coherent structural and rhetorical
whole. Various literary features including the thematic links between the chapter’s
subunits and its rhetorical genre strategy permeate the whole chapter. The resulting
structure provides a logical progression of ideas and images employed in chaps. 4-12,
thus forming a sequence leading to the culmination o f the book.

’Usually translated as “power.”
Commentators are divided concerning the first two ambiguous Hebrew
clauses o f vs. 14. Some have understood them as a compound question, “Shall
I ransom them?” and “Shall I redeem them?” as in NRSV, NIB, NAS, NAB, and
NAU. See James L. Mays, Hosea: A Commentary (London: SCM, 1984), 178; Hans
W. Wolff, Hosea: A Commentary on the Book o f the Prophet Hosea, ed. Paul D.
Hanson (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969), 221; James Limburg, Hosea-Micah, BCTP
(Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1988), 49; Merill J. Ward, Hosea: A Theological
Commentary (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 219; Andrew A. Macintosh, Hosea:
A Critical and Exegetical Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), 546-550;
Grace I. Emmerson, Hosea: An Israelite Prophet in Judean Perspective, JSOTSup 28
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984), 10. The second option is to take the opening couplet
as a declaration, “I shall ransom them” as in KJV, NIV, NIB, and NKJ. See Duane A.
Garrett, Hosea, Joel, NAC, vol. 19A (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1997), 255,
264; Theodore F. Laetsch, Minor Prophets, Concordia Classic Commentary Series (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1987), 100; Thomas E. McComiskey, ed., The
Minor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository Commentary, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1992), 1:223.
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In vss. 2-3 and 15-14:1, the prophet condemns idolatry and pronounces the
impending disasters, but the middle part, vss. 4-14, contains Yahweh’s judgment
1
*7
speech. Scholars divide the chapter into smaller units and subunits variously. As the
chapter consists o f several short judgment speeches, one possibility is to divide it into
the following units: Ephraim’s fall (vss. 1-3); Yahweh’s judgments (vss. 4-8);
Ephraim’s vulnerability (vss. 9-11); Ephraim’s stubbornness (vss. 12-14); and
■5

Samaria’s fatal rebellion (vss. 15-14:1). It is important to note that Garrett’s chiastic
arrangement o f vss. 10-14 is very helpful for the current study:4
A

“Where is (I will be) your king?” (vs. 10)
B Yahweh will give a king (vs. 11)
C Ephraim’s iniquity locked up (vs. 12)
C1 Ephraim has travails o f labor pains (vs. 13)
B 1 Yahweh will ransom from death (vs. 14a)
A 1 “Where is (I will be) your destructive power?” (vs. 14b)
The overarching genre o f Hos 13 may be designated as prophetic discourse.5
As such, it has no clearly fixed structure or form other than the character which is
determined by the content o f the unit. It contains accusation material (vs. 6), threats of

Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC, vol. 31 (Waco, TX: Word, 1987),
200 - 201 .
2Stuart divides it into the following parts: vss. 2-3; 4; 5-6; 7-8; 9-11; 12-13; 14;
15-14:1; ibid., 201. D. Beeby sees in chap. 13 four major sections: vss. 1-3; 4-8; 9-14;
15-14:1. H. Daniel Beeby, Grace Abounding: A Commentary on the Book o f Hosea
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), 163. For another variant o f outline see Francis I.
Andersen and D. N. Freedman, Hosea: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, AB, vol. 24 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1989), 624-626.
David A. Hubbard, Hosea: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC
(Downers Grove, 1L: Inter-V amity, 1989), 212-213.
4With minor changes adopted from Garrett, Hosea, Joel, 256.
5Andersen and Freedman, Hosea, 626.
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punishment (vss. 7-8; 14:1), references to redemption (vs. 14), taunt (vs. 14), clusters
o f similes (w , 3,7-8), and synonymous parallelism (vss. 11-12). Finally, the smaller
units and subunits range from well-formed poetic bicola or tricola of standard types to
sentences which are simply prosaic in nature.

Exegetical Notes
Scholars are completely divided concerning the translation and application of
ambiguous Hebrew clauses of vs. 14.2 One o f the major difficulties is the word ’’HN,
which as a short form o f rp n x (“I will be”) occurs four times in Hos 13.3
(“I
will be like a lion to them”)'
v

- a t

:

(“I will be your king”)
(“Death, I will be your plagues”)
(“Sheol, I will be your destruction”)

DJlb
w
t

'^ 3%

/

TIKI
(vs. 7)'
v;
•

t

v

‘TIK (vs. 10)

DID

’ HX (vs. 14)4

biKO

’’HK (vs. 14)

Harold Fisch, who studies examples o f ambiguous wordplay, the power of
punning connections, and how the double meanings contribute to new nuances, adds

%id.
2Xhose who point out that the text should be translated as a series o f questions
instead of a series o f positive assertions, in order to achieve harmony with the context,
view the passage as one of warning and destruction. The other option is to look at vs.
14 as the positive assertions to the death threats of vs. 13 and interpret them as a
promise o f the resurrection and o f the ultimate annihilation o f death and Sheol (see
also the resurrection passage in Hos 6:1-3).
3This translation of vs. 14 cannot be rejected on grammatical grounds although
jussive usually functions with second and third persons. Examples of a first-person
jussive are found in Deut 18:16; 1 Sam 14:36; 2 Sam 17:12; Isa 41:23,28; 42:6; Hos
9:15 Ezek 5:16. See Laetsch, Minor Prophets, 101.
4Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 905.
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three meanings to vs. 14:1
Alas/where are/1 will be your plagues, O Death!
Alas/where is/1 will be your destruction, O Sheol!
He argues that “the same signifiers bring all these meanings together in the
tempest o f contradictory meanings, the only rock we can hold onto is the words
themselves,” and MEhi alone has continuity in the turbulence o f its dizzily changing
significations and the discontinuities o f its context”
Whatever the case, the difficulties o f the textual problems do not seem to
complicate the primary task o f the dissertation, namely, the investigation o f the term
Sheol. Commenting on vs. 14, E. Achtemeier writes, “Throughout the OT, Sheol is
the place below the waters under the earth to which all the dead go.” BDB makes a
reference to Sheol in Hos 13:14 “as place o f exile for Israel.”4 H. Wolff sees in the
concept of Sheol and death a new meaning, specifically, “they represent the foreign

'Harold Fisch, “Poetics o f Violence,” in Poetry with a Purpose: Biblical
Poetics and Interpretation (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988), 152153. See also Gerald Morris, Prophecy, Poetry and Hosea, JSOTSup 219 (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 85-100.
The term ’’HR can be taken as (1) an interrogative particle, a synonym o f H9R
(“where are your plagues?”), (2) a verb form o f Qal impf. 1 c.s. apoc. ’’HR (“I will be
your plagues”), (3) a Hifil verb form (“I will bring about your plagues”), (4) a variant
of Yahweh (‘TPnR is your plagues,” Hos 1:9; 14:6), and (5) an exclamatory particle
like n n , nrtR (“Alas for your plagues”). See Andersen and Freedman, Hosea, 638640. "
2Pisch, “Poetics of Violence,” 153.
3Elizabeth R. Achtemeier, Minor Prophets 1, NIBC (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1996), 107.
” BDB, 983. See also Merrill F. Unger, “Sheol,” The New Unger’s
Bible Dictionary, ed. R. K. Harrison (Chicago: Moody, 1988), 1178-1179.
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powers which menace Israel’s life.”1 These and other similar views, however, do not
provide the necessary information regarding the nature and function o f Sheol. That is
why it is necessary to briefly examine the text.
First o f all, the term

occurs twice in vs. 14 and both times in parallel

with the word DID (“death”). Furthermore, the first two clauses contain verbs D ISK
(“I will redeem them”), which function as

(“I will ransom them”) and

equivalents, and the same is true concerning the two following nouns:
plagues”) and

(“your

(“your destruction”). When outlined, vs. 14 forms not only four

clear parallel structures but also two chiastic patterns, as can be seen below.
m m

A
b
B1
a1

Hos 13:14a

nbK M

m an

niD
vi

T1 "vQt 1: 'TIX

A' *

t

: v

v u

'

h im

•

n

Hos 13:14b

yiK

The synopsis o f the key vocabulary referring to the grave and death constitutes
one chiasm, and the outline of the rest o f the clauses makes up the second chiastic
arrangement.2
It should also be noted that vs. 14 is in the context o f restated indictments
and continuous death threats, expressed by means of a highly figurative language.
Thus, vs. 12 informs the reader that D'HDKl

“1312 (“bound up is the iniquity

of Ephraim”) and that InKSH H33SS (“hidden is his sin”), which implies
judgment and a death sentence. Vs. 13 contains the second metaphor, where
1Wolff, Hosea, 228.
Andersen and Freedman, Hosea, 627-628.
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ijp

rr6r ^pn (“pangs o f a travailing woman come to him”).

It pictures an

abnormal childbirth with Ephraim as a baby in the midst of the birthing process,
implying that the child will die rather than live. The metaphor o f drought is found in
vs. 15, describing Ephraim’s prosperity and tragic consequences o f the deadly
e

rniT n i l OPfj5(“east wind from Yahweh”). The fourth imagery is that o f war and
bloodshed,

(“they will fall by the sword,” Hos 14:1), in which Hosea

describes the slaughtering of children and pregnant women.1
Accordingly, vs. 14 introduces another metaphor where both parallel terms of
death, SiKlD and DID, are personified. In spite o f the fact that they are lifeless or
unanimated entities, which never were nor are alive, the prophet employs specific
terminology idiomatically. Using anatomical vocabulary, Hosea speaks about a
particular kind o f redemption biXO “PD (“from the hand o f Sheol”)2 and HIDD
(“from death”). Also in vs. 14b the second pair o f both DID and

are treated as

living beings, which have the power to destroy or they will be destroyed. In a way,
both the plagues Orf5) ° f death and the destruction p o p ) of Sheol are inseparable
concepts. On the other hand, it should be noted that vs. 14 does not contain any
topographical information or any specific descriptive elements concerning Sheol as a
place or its inhabitants. This is obvious because the focus of the passage is on
Yahweh and His dealings with Ephraim.

’Gary V. Smith, Hosea, Amos, Micah: The NIV Application Commentary
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 186-187.
2The same expression
Pss 49:16 and 89:49.

“from the hand o f Sheol”) occurs also in
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The very first phrases, oJaOK ITIBn O^SX 'biXB T $ (“from the hand of
Sheol I will ransom them, from death I will redeem them”), contain two significant
parallel verbs, m 2 (“ransom,” “rescue”) and *2X3 (“redeem,” “avenge”). As both
verbs have to do with redemption by the payment o f ransom, the meanings o f the two
words often overlap and they are used as synonyms.1 The basic idea o f the verb (TIE)
is the transfer o f ownership o f a person or object to another, which can be done by
purchase (Lev 27:27) or by force (Deut 9:26). The same meaning is shared by the
second term

which sometimes emphasizes the role of a kinsman in completing

redemption (Lev 25:25,48; Ruth 3:13).2 The fact that Yahweh is the subject o f both
verbs underscores the inability o f His people to save themselves from Sheol and death
and emphasizes the salvific nature o f His redemptive acts.
It should also be pointed out that even if scholars interpret Hos 13:14 as an
affirmation (“I will be”), or as an ironic question (“where are/is?”), expecting a
•5

negative answer in the form o f Yahweh’s refusal to ransom Ephraim from death, this
does not affect the meaning of the verbs or the nouns o f death. Moreover, in the
given context o f parallelism and chiastic arrangement, the term HID functions not only
as the force o f destruction but also as metonymy, that is, when the place o f the dead is
denoted as death itself.
It is also particularly instructive to note that when the verbs m 2 and SiO are

‘See Lev 27:27; Jer 31:11. William B. Coker, “m 2 ,” TWOT, 2:716-717;
Y T

Robert L. Hubbard, “H IS ,” NIDOTTE, 3:578-582.
2McComIskey, The Minor Prophets, 1:224.
3Hubbard, “m 2 , ” NIDOTTE, 3:579.
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used with the preposition ]Q (“from”), they “specify that from which or out of which a
particular thing or person is redeemed.”1 Thus, in the current case, Yahweh speaks
about the deliverance o f Ephraim from Sheol and death, which can only denote a place
•j

of the dead or the grave. To “ransom from the hand of Sheol” and “to redeem from
death” is the same as dispossessing the grave of its victims, either by protecting the
living from death or by resurrecting those who are dead and in the grave.
The victory over the grave and death is expressed even more powerfully in
the two rhetorical questions of vs. 1 4 : ^ X 0 '^pOpT TIK HID

’’HK

(“Where are your plagues, O Death! Where is your destruction, O Sheol!”). Both
masculine nouns

(“your plagues”) and *?p£pj? (“your destruction”) are with

suffix, stand in parallel, and are synonymous. The plural of'^"0*7 functions as an
amplifier to intensify the inherent qualities o f destruction and death which are so
characteristic to the term. Furthermore, the Hebrew Scripture always interprets
as Yahweh’s punishment sent for disobedience.3 The second term
(“destruction”) basically denotes a destructive “sting or plague” or literally “a cutting
off.”4 Both terms, ”Q ;t, which is one o f the most popular destroyers in the Scripture,

!Helmer Ringgren, ub m ” TDOT, 2:350-355; Robert L. Hubbard, “^KS,”
NIDOTTE, 1:789-794.
2The text can also refer just to the state of being dead, irrespective of where the
body is located—it may never even have entered a grave, per se.
3“"OT ” BDB, 184; Gunter Mayer, ‘“W , ” TDOT, 3:125-127; K. Lawson
Younger, “1 3 1 ” NIDOTTE, 1:916.
4“30j?,” BDB, 881; K. Lawson Younger, “30(1,” NIDOTTE, 3:909. It is
possible to take the suffixes ^ as emphatic within construct chains and to translate
them as: “the plagues o f death” and “the destruction o f Sheol.” See Andersen and
Freedman, Hosea, 640.
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and

operate as the instruments o f death.1 In a sense even "Q'jT is parallel to

rnn, and

is parallel to b m . On the other hand, “the plagues o f death” and “the

destruction of Sheol” are not only in sharp contrast to Yahweh’s redemptive acts but
also subjected to them.
Finally, contra Smith who denies the idea o f a personal or national resurrection
in vs. 14, this summary presents the opposite conclusions. In the book o f Hosea the
motif o f destruction, death, grave, salvation, and resurrection are set side by side (Hos
5:14-6:2; 13:7-8) without introducing specific elements of transition or explanation
•2
(Hos 1:6-10). Thus, in order to understand the questions o f vs. 14b, “Where are your
plagues, O Death? Where is your destruction, O Sheol?” one must refer to vs. 14a,
“from the hand o f Sheol I will ransom them; from death I will redeem them,” which
plays a decisive role in understanding the whole verse.4 The basic idea o f vs. 14 is
clearly presented by Garrett in his commentary by the following words:
The metaphor o f death follows from the previous passage, in which Ephraim is
like a woman giving birth to a breech baby, but it also describes in general terms
the condition o f national demise and exile. Ezekiel develops the idea o f national
resurrection further in his dry bones text (Ezek 37:1-14). As in Ezekiel, the
message o f resurrection applies first o f all to the restoration o f Israel, but it also
looks ahead to a personal bodily resurrection. Here, as elsewhere, the prophet
develops a type. Both national and personal resurrection legitimately arises from
’Both words are in parallel in Ps 91:6. Compare with Deut 32:24; Isa 28:2;
Ezek 21:11; Hab 3:5.
Smith, Hosea, Amos, Micah, 187.
3Garrett, Hosea, Joel, 265.
4The opening couplet functions as an affirmation or a straight promise.
Unfortunately, modem scholarship tries to turn it into a question expecting the answer
“no.” For comment on this issue see Derek Kidner, Love to the Loveless: The
Message o f Hosea (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1981), 117-119.
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the idea that God can restore that which has died. Paul’s appropriation of this text
in 1 Cor 15:55 as a celebration o f the resurrection is fully warranted.1
Whatever is the translation o f the text (“Alas/where are/1 will be your plagues,
O death!” “Alas/where is/1 will be your destruction, O Sheol!”) and its interpretation,2
the term Sheol, occurring twice in vs. 14, denotes only the grave in a general sense and
nothing more. Because the term Sheol functions as the proper noun,3 representing and
being associated by common characteristics with particular objects, it does not point
here to a concrete individual grave in a literal sense, but to the place o f the dead or the
graves in their totality. The same is true concerning the abstract term “Death” which
functions as a deadly agent that destroys life and brings mankind down to Sheol, down
to their graves. Due to specific characteristics o f the proper nouns and their particular
function, it is no coincidence that exactly in this taunt passage, which implies the
death o f death and the certainty o f Yahweh’s salvation, Hosea is able to make a
powerful prophetic statement that directly alludes to the final eschatological victory
over death and Sheol.4

’ibid.
2Limburg sees in the final questions o f vs. 14 commands to “death” and Sheol
to get on with their work of destruction. See Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 49; Mays,
Hosea, 182.
3It seems that proper nouns originated from common nouns as is seen from
investigating such names as Adam, Eve, Abel, Cain, and so on (see Gen 1-4). For a
short discussion on common and proper nouns, see chapter 5, “Theological
Implications.”
4For additional information see the discussion on 1 Cor 15:55 in Gordon D.
Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987),
796-805; Murdoch E. Dahl, The Resurrection o f the Body: A Study o f I Corinthians
15, Studies in Biblical Theology 36 (Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson, 1962), 1-148.
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Amos 9:2
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Translation and Textual Remarks
If they dig down to Sheol, from there my hand shall take them;
and if they climb up to heaven, from there I will bring them down.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Most scholars agree that the last chapter o f Amos 9:1-15 is a compositional
entity of some kind, and that five main parts o f this entity are vss. 1-4, 5-6, 7-10,1112, and 13-15.1 In fact, this last chapter functions as the climax not only o f earlier
vision reports in chaps. 7-9, but o f the book as a whole.2 The fifth and final vision is
distinctive in its form and differs from the first four visions in a number o f ways.3 It is
introduced by the main verb o f the introductory vision report formula ^IT in (“I
saw”), which is followed (vss. 1-4) by the announcement o f the certainty or
inescapability o f the coming destruction.4 The next unit (vss. 5-6) is a hymn and

1Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 390-399; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 832-926;
Gary V. Smith, Amos (Feara, England: Mentor, 1998), 351-384.
2F o f the description o f the five visions in the book o f Amos and their climax in
the current chapter, see Samuel L. Terrien, The Elusive Presence: Toward a New
Biblical Theology (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978), 237-241.

^See Jorg Jeremias, The Book o f Amos: A Commentary (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1998), 154-155.
4Marvin A. Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and
Prophets, 2 vols. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 1:267-268.
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contains judgment language which by its nature is apocalyptic-eschatological.1 It is
introduced by rftlQ X n n iiT ’H IO (“and the Lord, Yahweh o f hosts”).2 The unit
(vss. 7-10) which describes the end o f the nation starts with a rhetorical question
'b n m

m p K f?n (“Axe not you like the sons o f Cushim to me?”).

Finally, vss. 11-15 speak about the restoration of the kingdom (vss. 11-12) and the
land (vss. 13-15) after Yahweh’s judgments.
The structure analysis o f the chapter’s major sections shows that the overall
arrangement and genre o f it bears all the hallmarks of a prophetic vision report. Thus,
vss. 1-6 represent poetry; the middle part (vss. 7-10) constitutes prose material that in
turn is followed by poetry (vss. 11-14) and prose (vs. 15). The chapter contains
various genre forms and literary elements, namely, vss. 1-4 function as a visionjudgment oracle, vss. 5-6 display hymnic form,3 and the chapter concludes the whole
book with a restoration blessing oracle, which largely is cast in synonymous
parallelism.4 The basic thrust o f the prophet’s last vision is to emphasize the finality
of the approaching judgment, implying that even dialogue would now be pointless.

Exegetical Notes
At the very outset of this brief exegesis it should be noted that the message o f
1John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos (Macon, GA: Mercer
University Press, 1997), 9-27.
2Compare with Amos 4:13; 5:8-9.
3See John D. W. Watts, “An Old Hymn Preserved in the Book of Amos,” JNES
15 (1956): 33-39; Victor Maag, Text, Wortschatz und Begriffswelt des BuchesAmos
(Leiden: E J Brill, 1951), 247-251; Henning Reventlow, Das Amt des Propheten bei
Amos (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck & Reprecht, 1962), 90-94.
4Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 397-399.
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Amos 9:2 is veiy clear by itself and from its context, and does not create any
difficulties concerning the understanding of the usage o f the term Sheol. Here, the
metaphorical language o f the text contains no information or any suggestion either on
death as a state, or as an event, either in terms o f sin or its punishment. Moreover,
because the same figurative language is used in the subsequent verses, the reference to
Sheol means only grave, and cannot be inferred to defend any view of any kind of
shadowy existence in the underworld after death.
In order to better comprehend the reason why the prophet refers to Sheol in his
last vision and what he intended to state, it is necessary to briefly discuss vss. 1-4 as a
whole. Thus vs.1 contains in a nutshell the main point of the whole vision,that is, the
message of a total destruction. The expression, nSTftirbl? HS3 ’’TlXTlK
(“I saw the Lord standing beside the altar”) is followed by the double command
(“smite,” “strike”) and M S IH (“and break off them, “shatter,” “cut off”), which is
escalated by the phrase T in s X T Q DfT'inX'] (“and those who are left I will kill
with the sword”).1 The two synonymous lines at the close o f vs. 1 contain a
categorical statement and bring the message to its culmination:2

nrb mr~Kb
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not one of them shall flee away

e*

T

W

T

/**

T

*

i t

and not one of them shall escape

1Compare with Judg 16:29-30; Amos 2:3; 4:10.
•y

For the literal translation o f the two last clauses of vs. 1 see Billy K. Smith
and Frank S. Page, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman,
1995), 155; Thomas J. Finley, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary
(WEC) (Chicago: Moody, 1990), 315.
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The theme of no escape from Yahweh’s retribution (even if someone manages
to escape he will not be able to hide himself) is also enhanced by the poetic effect of
consonances, O W and 03,
< T

T

7

*

and O ^ S .1
I*

T

Furthermore, by means o f regular internal repetitions and specific illustrations
(vss. 2-4), Amos not only expands the theme o f Yahweh’s judgments but also creates
extremely high tension and at the same time clarity of the message, namely, that no
one will be able to escape from the omnipresence of Yahweh, as can be seen below:
□npn
oi2?D
b * \k m n n ir - o x vs. 2
from there my hand shall take them
if they dig down to Sheol,
m n iK o® a
c r o tfn ' ^ it - d x *)
from there I will bring them down.
and if they climb up to heaven,
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from there I will search out and take them
d oom tfn arrn x m a x u m
from there 1 will command the serpent and it
will bite them

b h m n m u ; ix n: irt n* • a x* i: vs. 3
and if they hide on the top of Carmel
D*n r p - p a V u 1 3 3 0 r in D '-n x i
and if they hide from my eyes in the
bottom of the sea

m n rrn x m m to o
from there I will command the sword
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vs. 4

The syntactical repetition o f five protasis-apodosis conditional statements are
introduced by the fivefold particle adverb DX (“i f ’)3 plus an imperfect verb, which in
!McCominskey, Minor Prophets, 479. See also Homer Hailey, A Commentary
on the Minor Prophets (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972), 122-123.
Concerning the similarities between Amos 8:1-4 and Ps 139:7-10 see Francis
I. Andersen and D. N. Freedman, Amos: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, AB, vol. 24 A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1989), 833-841.
3“0X ,” BDB, 50; Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “Die Partikel OX,” in Syntax
and Meaning: Studies in Hebrew Syntax and Biblical Exegesis, OTS 18 (Leiden: Brill,
1973), 15-48.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

242
turn is followed by a particle preposition and adverb DOT (“from there”) and an
imperfect verb emphasizing Yahweh’s action.1 This repeated pattern is highly
significant because of its dual function and application. It demonstrates not only the
fact that Yahweh is the only true judge and His judgments cannot be restricted by
geographical boundaries, but also makes It totally clear that for the rebels there is no
such thing as any hiding place or escape route from the Lord.

In these verses, seven

times Yahweh states, “I will” supervise my vengeance, 31HK (“I will kill,” vs. 1),

O rff”! ’"P (“my hand will take them,” vs. 2), DTH1X (“I will bring them down,” vs.
2), te n X (“I will search,” vs. 3), D W j? 1?! (“and I will take them,” vs. 3), HBX (“I
\

will command,” vs. 4), and ITJ? ’’IjlQC'! (“and I will fix my eyes,” vs. 4).
The specifics o f the overall outline o f vss. 1-4 and the function o f the term
Sheol in the given context can be demonstrated in the following way:
Heavens
/

Sword

Carmel
i \

V
,

. .
s .

!

Sheol

.

-> Captivity
V.

\ f

Bottom of the sea

All scholars in one way or another have noted the similarities between Amos
9:1-4 and Ps 139:7-12 where the “Spirit” o f Yahweh is parallel with “your presence”
(vs. 7). Unlike David, who found his protection in Yahweh’s presence, it brings death
to the idolaters In the fifth vision o f Amos.
Furthermore, the phrase o f vs. 2, biXTO nCTT-OX (“if they dig down to

'McCominskey, Minor Prophets, 480.
2Morris, Prophecy, Poetry and Hosea, 54.
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Sheol”), contains the verb "inn (“dig,” “break through”),1 which is used
metaphorically in order to emphasize an attempt o f finding a refuge in the grave, and
at the same time the whole expression functions as a contrast to the diametrically
opposite attempt, namely,

^IP -Q K l (“and if they climb up to heaven”). It

is clear that both expressions “to dig down to Sheol” or “climb up to heaven”2 are
figures of speech and should not be interpreted in a literal sense. Since Sheol equals
the grave, can no one dig a grave? The answer is obvious. Furthermore, in order to
reach the intensification o f the theme, Amos takes not only something really deep as
the “bottom o f the sea” and sets it off against the Mount Carmel, but makes a contrast
between Sheol and Heavens. Here the merismus combines two contrasts or extremes,
as for example,

or jHK/D^DB,4 and functions to express “the totality of

all that exists,” that is, “the entirety o f the universe.”5 As McCominskey points out,
“the pair is a merismus for ‘everything’ that humans know o f—and the Lord’s
presence/dominion extended beyond it.”6
•Comelis Van Dam, “in n ,” NIDOTTE, 2:330-331; TIpS,” BDB, 369.
Compare with Ezek 8:8; 12:5,7,12.
Finley, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 315.
3Deut 32:22; Isa 7:11; Ps 139:8; Job 11:8.
4Gen 1:1; Deut 32:1; Isa 1:2.
5See the discussion o f Randall W. Younker, “Understanding Genesis 1 and 2:
A Look at Some Current Issues,” A Paper Presented at the International Faith and
Science Conference, Ogden, UT, 25 August 2002,1-26; John H. Sailhamer, Genesis
Unbound: A Provocative New Look at the Creation Account (Sisters, OR: Multnomah
Books, 1996), 56. For the concept o f the three-tiered universe and various forms of
life in the netherworld see Block, “Beyond the Grave,” 121-123; Bernard Lang, “Life
After Death in the Prophetic Promise,” in Congress Volume: Jerusalem 1986, ed. J.
A. Emerton, VTSup 40 (Leiden, New York: Brill, 1988), 145-156.
McCominskey, The Minor Prophets, 480.
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It should also be noted that the anthropomorphic term T

(“hand,” “power”) in

the phrase Onjpn ’T (“my hand will take them”) alludes to Hos 13:14, h i m

TO

(“from the hand of Sheol”).1 The contrast between two references lies in the fact that
-in Hosea Yahweh5s T saves from the T o f Sheol, but in Amos the T

of Yahweh

takes the people from the T of Sheol in order to punish, which is the reversal o f the
exodus experience. The verb U ^b (“to take”) like the term "IT (“come or go down”)
in O T T X (“I will bring them down”) is used figuratively and bears the meaning of
catching and destruction.2
In summary, in his last vision Amos powerfully demonstrates the total
impossibility for the living to escape from the judgments o f Yahweh even if they
would choose to flee to Sheol itself,3 even in the depth o f the grave, a place of the
dead, they would not be able to find a refuge. It is a major issue o f the text and a
message o f warning for everyone (Ps 11:4). The popular suggestion, that because
Sheol is “in the opposite direction to heaven” it functions as “the subterranean

lCompare with Pss 49:16; 139:7-12; Amos 2:14-16; 5:19, Shalom M. Paul,
Amos, ed. Frank Moore Cross, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 273-281;
Hans Walter Wolff, Joel and Amos: A Commentary on the Books o f the Prophets Joel
and Amos, ed. S. Dean McBride, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 337-343.
^ T tp b f BDB, 544; Walter C. Kaiser,
Els, “n p 5? ” NIDOTTE, 2:812-817.

TWOT, 1:482-485; Paul I. J. S.

3The same theme is found In Amos 2:14-16; 5:19. Compare with Deut 28:29,
XPffliD I’K) (“and there is no one to rescue you”) and Deut 32:39, *TsSQ ’’T O pK I
(“and no one can deliver from my hand”). See Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 238;
Buliimger, Figures o f Speech, 433; Gary G. Cohen, Amos (Chicago: Moody, 1981),
162; Page H. Kelley, The Book o f Amos (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1966), 91-92; J. Alec
Motyer, The Message ofAm os: The Day o f the Lion (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity,
1988), 194-195; Harry Mowvley, The Books o f Amos & Hosea (London, England:
Epworth, 1991), 85-86.
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dwelling-place of the spirits o f the dead,” is completely unacceptable here.1 The
passage provides no information on postmortem bliss or any descriptive elements
concerning Sheol as a place of existence or condemnation. Here the term Sheol is
associated not only with the place o f the dead, namely, the grave in general, but also
alludes to the condition or state of being dead. It does not carry any specific
qualitative aspects or theological meaning, except pointing to Yahweh’s omnipotence
and omnipresence.

Jonah 2:3
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Translation and Textual Remarks
And he said,
“I called out o f my distress to Yahweh, and he answered me;
out of the belly o f Sheol I cried, you heard my voice.”

Text Unit and Its Genre
Vs. 3 belongs to the segment that is designated as Jonah’s psalm (vss. 3-10)
and is encompassed by the prose framework (vss. l-3a and 11). However, there is no
scholarly consensus concerning the origin of the psalm, its nature and place,3 and the

'Richard S. Cripps, A Commentary on the Book o f Amos (Minneapolis: Klock
& Klock, 1981), 257.
2According to the English versions, the poem is found in Jonah 2:2-9. The
Hebrew versification of Jonah 2:1 corresponds to the English designation 1:17.
3H. Wolff in his work on Jonah as “A Drama in Five Acts” omits the psalm
altogether. See Hans W. Wolff, Jonah: Church in Revolt (S t Louis: Clayton, 1978).
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arrangement o f the psalm is not as clearly marked off as in other cases.1 The various
contradictory attempts to delineate the structure of the psalm and sharp disagreements
from expert scholars lead to the thought “that there is no recoverable structure to be
found.”2
Whatever is the case of this disparity, for the purpose of this study it is possible
to arrange the whole chapter (vss. 1-11) into the following chiastic structure, which
provides highly important and insightful contextual connections and details in terms of
understanding the nature and function o f the word Sheol in vs. 3:
For various views consult Phyllis Trible, “Internal Structure o f Scene One (2:1-11),”
in Rhetorical Criticism: Context, Method, and the Book o f Jonah, OTG (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress, 1994), 157-173; James S. Ackerman, “Satire and Symbolism in the
Song of Jonah,” in Traditions in Transformation: Turning Points in Biblical Faith, ed.
Baruch Halpem and Jon D. Levenson (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1981), 213246; Leslie C. Allen, The Books o f Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah, NICOT (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 175-235; Otto Kaiser, “Wirklichkeit, Mbglichkeit und
Vorurteil: ein Beitrag zum Verstdndnis des Buches Jona,” Evangelische Theologie 33
(1973): 91-103; George M. Landes, “The Kerygma o f the Book o f Jonah: The
Contextual Interpretation of the Jonah Psalm,” Interpretation 21 (1967): 3-31; Thayer
S. Warshaw, “The Book o f Jonah,” in Literary Interpretations o f Biblical Narratives,
ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis and James S. Ackerman (Nashville: Abingdon, 1974),
191-207; Jonathan D. Magonet, Form and Meaning: Studies in Literary Techniques in
the Book o f Jonah, BeitrSge zur biblischen Exegese und Theologie (BBET) 2 (Bern:
Herbert Lang, 1976), 77-90.
‘See Pss 18; 30; 32; 34; 40:1-10; 66:13-20; 92; 116; 118, and 138.
2See Michael L. Barre, “Jonah 2,9 and the Structure of Jonah’s Prayer,” Bib 72
(1991): 237-248; Landes, “The Keiygma of the Book o f Jonah,” 26; Trible, “Internal
Structure o f Scene One (2:1-11),” 163-164; Jerome T. Walsh, “Jonah 2,3-10: A
Rhetorical Study,” Bib 63 (1982): 220; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 472; Terence E.
Fretheim, The Message o f Jonah, A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1977), 93-95; Karin Almbladh, Studies in the Book o f Jonah, Stadia
Semitica Uppsaliensis 7 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1986), 30; Thomas M.
Bolin, Freedom beyond Forgiveness: The Book o f Jonah Re-Examined, JSOTSup 236
(Sheffield, England: Academic Press, 1997), 104-105.
3The structure is adopted with minor changes from Duane L. Christensen, “The
Song o f Jonah: A Metrical Analysis,” JBL 104 (1985): 217-231.
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A Yahweh appoints a great fish to swallow Jonah
B Jonah’s prayer from Sheol: a lament
C Though driven from Yahweh’s presence
Jonah continues to look to his holy temple
D Jonah’s descent to the roots o f mountains
D1Jonah’s ascent from the pit
C1Though his soul-life has expired,
Jonah continues to turn to Yahweh in his holy temple
B 1Jonah’s prayer in Yahweh’s temple: a thanksgiving
A1At Yahweh’s word the fish vomits Jonah

2:1-2
2:3
2:4-5
2:6-7b
2:7c
2:8
2:9-10
2:11

As can be seen from this chiastic outline, the structural and thematic center o f
the psalm lies in vss. 6-7, where Jonah describes his distressful experience by the
words ir n 'T (“I went down”) and then

nnjSQ blJFl] (“but you brought my life

up from the pit”).1 Principally the psalm revolves around a cluster of life and death
ideas. Because o f the specific purpose o f this paper, this study will mainly deal with
vss. 3-10 as a unit without any attempt to split it into smaller subunits.
The presence in the psalm o f both lament and thanksgiving elements generates
problematic issues for some commentators; however, the majority o f scholars agree
that the overarching genre of the psalm o f Jonah corresponds to the basic pattern4 o f a

trib le, “Internal Structure o f Scene One (2:1-11),” 169; Jack M. Sasson,
Jonah: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 24B (New
York: Doubleday, 1990), 182.
-j

Compare with 1 Sam 2:1-10 and Isa 38:9-20. For the parallels to each verse
of the psalm o f Jonah (vss. 3-10) see Henry L. Ellison, “Jonah,” EBC, 7:364; Aubrey
R. Johnson, “Jonah II. 3-10: A Study in Cultic Phantasy,” in Studies in Old Testament
Prophecy, ed. H. H. Rowley (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1950), 82-102.
For various views concerning genre and its elements see Bolin, Freedom
Beyond Forgiveness, 97-120.
4For a typical thanksgiving psalm structure, see Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 472;
James Limburg, Jonah: A Commentary (Louisville: John Knox, 1993), 65; Fretheim,
The Message o f Jonah, 94-95.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

248
psalm of thanksgiving (THln, “praise,” “thanksgiving,” vs. 10).!

Exegetical Notes
Jonah 2 is one o f the most popular and well-known passages in the Hebrew
Scripture. It seems that the nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol are quite
obvious and do not need any clarification. Nonetheless, scholars see in vs. 3 a
reference to the underworld. According to T. Alexander, the term Sheol probably
»

*7

points to “the place where the wicked remain until their final judgment.” U. Simon
speaks about the “lowermost Sheol” where people dwell as “shades.” T. Fretheim
comments that “Sheol was believed to be under the floor o f the ocean.”4 G. Landes
goes so far as to write: “Just as Inanna required three days and three nights to
complete her descent into the underworld, so also the fish is assigned the same time

1Harold Fisch, Poetry with a Purpose: Biblical Poetics and Interpretation
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 112; Frank M. Cross, “Studies in the
Structure of Hebrew Verse: The Prosody o f the Psalm o f Jonah,” in The Questfo r the
Kingdom o f God: Studies in Honor o f George E. Mendenhall, ed. Herbert B. Huffman,
F.A. Spina, and A.R.W. Green (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 159-167;
Fretheim, The Message o f Jonah, 94. See also Frank Crusemann, Studien zur
Formgeschichte von Hymnus und Danklied in Israel (Neukirchen-Vluyn:
Neukirchener Verlag, 1969), 247-249; Claus Westermann, The Living Psalms, trans.
Joshua R. Porter (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 122-123; idem, Praise and Lament
in the Psalms, trans. Keith R. Crim and Richard N. Soulen (Atlanta: Knox Press,
1981), 25-30; idem, The Psalms: Structure, Content and Message, trans. Ralph D.
Gefarke (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1980), 71-80; Ernst R. Wendland, “Text Analysis
and the Genre o f Jonah (Part 2),” JETS 39, no. 3 (1996): 373-395.
Thomas Desmond Alexander, Jonah: An Introduction and Commentary,
TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 113-114.
3UrieI Simon, Jonah TtIV: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS
Translation, JPST (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1999), 19.
4Fretheim, The Message o f Jonah, 99; Smith and Page, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah,
247-248.
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span to return Jonah from Sheol to the dry land.”1 J. Sasson critiques Landes’s
statement by pointing out that “such an approach risks turning the psalm into a travel
guide to hell and back.” And Sasson is right, as will be demonstrated below.
Before looking at the basic vocabulary o f vs. 3, which briefly summarizes
Jonah’s experience and serves as the foundation for his thankfulness, it should be
noted that the language o f the psalm is not only rich in poetic imagery,3 but also
contains the mixture o f both literal and figurative elements. Thus, vs. 3 consists of
two couplets which demonstrate synonymous parallelism, namely, both successive
lines speak about the same thing: death threat and rescue:4

'3 3 in m r r b xv 'b m a n t i m p
I called out o f my distress to Yahweh, and he answered me
—

t

:

*

T*r

*

*

tIt

'b j p m b ’rantf bixtp } m p
out o f the belly of Sheol I cried, you heard my voice
It should be noted that despite the fact that rHSQ and b'M.W ]CQQ are in
parallel relationships, the feminine noun HISD does not qualify Sheol as a place of
distress or continued suffering, but functions only as a figure o f speech to qualify
Jonah’s agony, as will be seen below. This especially striking death-and-rescue motif
1George M. Landes, “The ‘Three Days and Three Nights’ M otif in Jonah 2:1,”
JBL 86 (December 1967): 446-450; idem, “The Kerygma o f the Book o f Jonah,” 3-31.
Compare with Ackerman, “Satire and Symbolism in the Song of Jonah,” 235-236.
2Sasson, Jonah, 153-154.
3Bemhard W. Anderson, Out o f the Depths: The Psalms Speak fo r Us Today
(Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1983), 114-118.
4Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 475. See also Timothy L. Wilt, “Jonah’s Poem out of
and within Its Structure,” in Among the Prophets: Language, Image and Structure in
the Prophetic Writings, ed. Philip R. Davies and David J. A. Clines, JSOTSup 144
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 183-192.
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is worked out and developed further in the subsequent verses (vss. 4-10) by means of
the specific vocabulary of synonymous parallelism that progressively advances
towards the culmination o f Jonah’s prayer.1
In vs. 3 the term Sheol is personified and represented as having the central
digestive organ

(“belly,” “womb”),2 which is reminiscent o f the previous

references, where Sheol had such body parts as *“P (“hand”),3 2)33 (“throat”),4 and HD
(“mouth”).5 However, the figurative expression

(“out o f the belly of

Sheol”) is unique and occurs only here.
Furthermore, Jonah’s circumstances are perfectly defined and characterized by
the word H IS (“distress,” “need,” “anxiety”), whereas its parallel terminology
biKO ]ED|D functions as metonymy. It should be noted that metonymy (where
one word stands for another) is established on relation and not on resemblance,6 and
that is one reason why the expression b im

] m n can be understood as “out of the

inside/depths o f the grave.” Moreover, as the phrase biXC ]2 2 P conforms to the
pattern o f the place o f the dead functioning as an analogy to the grave, one should not
miss the point that its double function also includes the formation o f the primary and

*For details see Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 399-400.
2Lundbom Freedman, “|Q 3,” TDOT, 2:94-99; JohnN. Oswalt, “]D 3 ” TWOT,
1:102-103.
3Hos 13:14.
4Isa 5:14.
sIsa5:14.
^Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 538-608.
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most important connection with the literal location, that is, 3^n ’’13Q2 (“in the bowels
of fish,” see Jonah 2:1-2). In the current context the basic meaning o f the term ]tD3 is
to be “inside”1and is related to and functions as a synonym o f HOT (“inward parts,”
“bowels,” “belly”).2 It is particularly important to note that Jonah’s location is
described by means of both synonyms as being in the CP1JD (vss. 1-2) and ]tS2l (vs. 3)
of the fish, which is the fact speaking by itself and has nothing to do with Sheol in its
-j

traditional sense. This thought is strengthened by the inherent function o f the
preposition ]Q (“from”), which is attached to the parallel terms

and ]£32D

(vs. 3).4 Consequently, it not only binds the imagery of vss. 2 and 3 together, but also
serves as an indication o f Jonah’s physical location, and focuses the reader’s attention
on the phrase n iH il ’’IJQQ (“from the bowels o f the fish,” vs. 2).5
The assertion that Jonah was “beyond the earth and the sea”6 or that he was

1Cleon L. Rogers, “]£32,” NIDOTTE, 1:650-652.
2The noun HOT is used 32 times in the Hebrew Scriptures and always in the
plural, D 'm See also Victor P. Hamilton, TOID,” TWOT, 1:518-519; Helmer
Ringgren, 4tP O T ,” TDOT, 8:458-460; “711)0,”’BDB, 589; Cleon L. Rogers, “HOT,”
NIDOTTE, 2:1012-1013.
3It is interesting to note that L. Freedman sees in Jonah 2:3 “the lower cosmos,
Sheol.” Freedman, “]D 3,” TDOT, 2:95.
4Hans W. Wolff, Obadiah and Jonah: A Commentary (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1986), 134.
5For the contrary view see Simon, Jonah TJJV, 19.
6Trible, “Rhetorical Criticism,” 166.
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impossible for Jonah to be in two different places simultaneously, namely, in the belly
of the fish and in Sheol. Likewise there is no terminological clue or allusion in the
text that after m r-D K

b r i$ 31 HITT *[121 (“Yahweh appointed a great

fish to swallow Jonah,” vs. 1), he left its belly in order “to go down” to Sheol, or that
at first the prophet “went down” to Sheol and only then he was swallowed by the fish,
as is asserted by Achtemeier, who writes: “It is from there that God’s appointment o f
the great fish rescued him.”1 However, her statement concerning the fish, which lives
and swims in water, is hard to reconcile with her definition of Sheol as “the land.”2
In this connection it is important to note that by means o f seven terms, which
create unusually rich, vivid, and powerful water imagery, the prophet describes the
deadly dangers (vss. 4-6), thus making Jonah’s death by drowning inevitable:
(1) n 'm n (“depths,” “deep”); (2) □’’SP (“seas”); (3) 1H3 (“stream,” “river”);
(4)

(“all your waves”); (5) ^ 2 1 (“and your billows”); (6) M

(“waters”); and (7) DlHR (“deep”). The picture o f drowning, including its various
nuances, reaches its extreme intensity and vividness as the result o f the combination o f
the water imagery with the verbs related to death and burial. For example, the
“burial” o f Jonah in the sea is described by the verb ZDO (“go around,” “surround,”

7Sasson, Jonah, 171. For a specific kind o f reasoning see Northrop Frye,
Words with Power: Being a Second Study o f “The Bible and Literature ’’ (San Diego:
Harcouit Brace Jovanovich, 1990), 229-271.
Achtemeier, Minor Prophets I, 272.
2Ibid.
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vss. 4,6), which in the current context carries the sense o f destructive grip and death.1
The other verbs are:
“cast out”), and

(“‘throw /’ “cast”), “D P (“pass over”), 2H3 (“drive out,”
(“surround,” “encompass”). The expression o f vs. 6

S to n ^ 0 (“seaweed was wrapped around my head”) provides additional
details concerning a rapidly worsening situation in which the prophet’s downward
plunge seems to be fatal.2 However, this language describing Jonah’s terrifying
experience and hopelessness has nothing to do with the underworld or Sheol as the
place of postmortem existence. One cannot take the highly descriptive language o f the
sea and build upon it a teaching about the netherworld, as it contradicts the basic
content o f vss. 4-6, where Jonah provides the deep-sea drowning description, which is
vivid, powerful, and expanded to show his ordeal while being trapped at the bottom of
the sea, unable to breathe, and choking with water.3
Furthermore, vs. 7 is o f special importance, for it not only contains a parallel
vocabulary to the term Sheol in vs. 3, but also brings to a conclusion the description of
Jonah’s drowning by employing the key verb ’’PTT'T (“I went down”).4 Here the term
*David was threatened by the “bonds of Sheol” in 2 Sam 22:6; Ps 18:6. The
passage contains a huge amount o f valuable information referring to this research;
however, because o f the space limitations other terms will not be discussed here.
2The word *^0 is translated as reeds in Exod 2:3,5; Isa 19:6. See also Exod
10:19; 13:18; 15:14,22; 23:31, etc. The Targum translates vs. 6b as “the Red Sea was
suspended above my head.” See Kevin J. Cathcart, Robert P. Gordon, et al., eds., The
Targum o f the Minor Prophets, The Aramaic Bible, 19 vols. (Wilmington, DE:
Michael Glazer, 1989), 14:107.
3Stuart, Hosea-Jomh, 477.
4For the function of the key verb ’’PH 'T in vs. 7 see Magonet, Form and
Meaning, 43. For the discussion on the term T T , see exegesis on Gen 37:35.
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'r n 'T exhibits two functional aspects: (1) it emphasizes Jonah’s downward vertical
movement (sinking down) 0*Hri

(“to the roots of the mountains”)1 and

rrn “Q ]HK n (“the earth with her bars”), and (2) it highlights the process of his
dying. In other words, the prophet “is going down” into the depths o f the sea
and facing death.
The noun JTrflS (“her bars”) is used in a metaphorical sense to point out the
boundaries beyond which nobody is able to go and to emphasize the inescapability and
finality o f death.2 Hence, the expression

'1 2 2 l ' n i 2

f lK H W T

(lit.,

“I went down, the earth, her bars about me forever”) means to die in a watery grave
on the floor of the sea, with no prospect o f returning

(“unto the dry land,”

vs. 11).
In addition, vs. 7 contains the vocabulary of “synthetic” parallelism: Dll©
(“pit”),4

(“earth,” “land”), and D'Hn *'122pi2 (“to the roots o f mountains”), thus

forming a natural terminological link with vss. 3 and 4. In vs. 4, Jonah is cast into the
n ^ is a (“deep,” “depths”) and also DS?T 2 2 % (“Into the heart o f the seas”), which
in the verbal fabric o f specific parallelisms form direct links with the vocabulary of
1The exact meaning o f the term H2Sp (“shape,” “form”) is in doubt. For
various translations of Jonah 2:7 see

HALOT, 3:1120.

2“rP”m ” HALOT, 1:157; Elmer A. Martens, “H '1 2 ” NIDOTTE, 1:746.
3In the current text the term □ *7117*2 functions as a temporal adverb; however,
in some specific contexts it can be used as a metonymy for the grave. See Alan
Cooper, “Ps 24:7-10: Mythology and Exegesis,” JBL 102 (1983): 37-60.
4For a discussion o f the term DHW see exegesis o f Isa 38:10,18; Pope, “The
Word nnitf in Job 9:31,” 269-278.
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vss. 6 and 7, especially with the key term FT!© (vs. 7).
These key words not only relate to the imagery o f death, but also in various
contexts function as synonyms o f Sheol, meaning the grave, but in the current text
they refer to the grave in a figurative sense. Nonetheless, Achtemeier is categorically
against translating “Sheol in vs. 3 with grave.” She calls it “a disservice” and defends
her point by arguing that “a grave was dug in the earth or carved out in rock.”1 On the
one hand, she is partially right. On the other, to restrict the term “grave” only to “the
earth” or “rock” does not do justice to the passage nor to the very concept of the grave.
Generally, the notion o f “grave” is understood in a much broader sense, namely, a
final end or death o f a person and any place' o f his or her “burial” thus especially vss. 6
and 7 allude to “the grave o f the sea.”
Finally, the sudden twist from Jonah’s “going down” (“’PH 'T ) to his rescue is
demonstrated by the verb

(“but you brought up,” vs. 7b). Both verbs function

as antonyms to strengthen the contrast between Jonah’s fleeing, which leads to going
down to the pit, and Yahweh’s deliverance.3 The vocabulary o f the expression
1Achtemeier, Minor Prophets I ,272.
2Even today, the designation “watery grave” is used in many Western
languages. There are thousands o f drowned people to whom the seas, oceans, and
lakes have become their graves symbolically. After one of our friends drowned in the
Baltic Sea and the coast guard could not find his body, we always refer to the sea as
his grave. Nobody means by that a literal grave dug in the floor o f the sea.
discussion o f the antonyms T T and
see Baruch Halpem and
Richard E. Friedman, “Composition and Paronomasia in the Book o f Jonah,” HAR 4
(1980): 79-92. They write: “Lexically, then, it is as though descent represents
distance from YHWH, ascent movement toward him. YHWH’s ‘casting down,’
however, precipitates an involuntary ‘descent,’ the most meaningful descent-away
from YHWH, and into the fish’s gut.” Also Raymond F. Person, In Conversation with
Jonah: Conversation Analysis, Literary Criticism, and the Book o f Jonah, JSOTSup
220 (Sheffield: Academic Press, 1996), 69-71.
3F o f
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n n f n b m } (“but you brought up my life from the pit, O Yahweh

m 'bx m m

my God”) 1 metaphorically describes Jonah’s salvation from inevitable death, or as
'J
Stuart puts it, “he was actually snatched from the grave, as it were.” Typically the
*

i

term ITt© denotes the place where one goes at death (Isa 51:14; Ps 30:9) and also
serves as a synonym for Sheol (vs. 3).
In order to better understand the nature and function of the term Sheol in vs. 3,
it is particularly significant to note the description, depicting suddenness, spatial
aspects, and the way o f Jonah’s final and complete rescue as described in vs. 11,
rtfflasrrbx
m v - mv HP9! nA b
IT I ■ ’
V
ST

T -

m rr mV i n/ — (“and
Yahweh said to the fish, and
N
\T

:

it vomited Jonah onto the dry land”).4 The words TOTTiK Xj?*] (“and it vomited
Jonah”) serve as a clear indication that Jonah was in the belly o f the fish and not in the
underworld of dead spirits. The vocabulary o f Jonah’s salvation is linked with another
text, which describes the cause and starting point o f Jonah’s “going down,”
n jr r tK v b i b b im n

'm m

(“and Yahweh appointed a great fish to

swallow Jonah,” vs. 1). The term vb>2b (“to swallow”) basically means “to bring
down into the inside,” and is also used to describe somebody who is being swallowed
alive (“and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up . . . and they went

Jonah’s “going down” started in 1:3 (twice) and continued in vs. 5.
2Stuart, Hosea - Jonah, 477.
3See table 10.
4TMs phrase recalls the pattern o f creation, where Yahweh’s efficacy is
demonstrated by His spoken word and its execution.
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down alive . . . to Sheol,” Num 16:30-33).*
The fish swallowed Jonah not to kill him but to preserve him. The prophet
was in the bowels of the fish three days and three nights (vs.l) and prayed for his
deliverance to Yahweh from the same place (vs. 2 ) 3 In vs. 10 Jonah testifies about the
answered prayer that niFT*? H

F

(“salvation comes from Yahweh”).

Consequently, one o f the major themes o f the passage is Yahweh’s omnipotent control
of nature and His love toward Jonah.4
In conclusion, Jonah’s psalm, being rich in metaphorical imagery, contains two
important themes: one o f life and the other o f death, which are not only parallel in
their development but also interact with one another. Exactly the same is true
concerning the two locations, which are analogous and interrelated, where one of
them-if not for Yahweh’s active intervention-could have become the place of the
prophet’s death and grave. Besides, nobody knows the time span between the time

*Ps 124:3,6; Prov 1:12. For discussion on the verb 17*72 see exegesis on Num
16:30, 33; Simon, Jonah

18-19.

2Some scholars see in the reference to the great fish the Exile, which for a time
swallowed up Israel. Moreover, liberal critics interpret the passage as following,
“Jonah himself represents disobedient Israel; the sea represents the Gentiles; the whale
stands for Babylon . . . ; and the three days o f Jonah’s confinement in the whale’s
belly points to the Babylon captivity.” See especially Archer, who demonstrates the
absurdity o f such an interpretation. Gleason L. Archer, A Survey o f Old Testament
Introduction (Chicago: Moody, 1994), 341-350; James D. Smart and William Scarlet,
“Jonah.” IB, 6:886.
JT. L. Fenton, “Jonah from the Whale: Exodus Motifs in Jonah 2,” in The
Elusive Prophet: The Prophet as a Historical Person, Literary Character and
Anonymous Artist, ed. Johannes C. de Moor, OTS 45 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 142-158.
4Person, In Conversation with Jonah, 72.
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Jonah was thrown from the ship into the sea (1:15), how deep he sank, how long he
was under the water, and the time when he was swallowed by the fish.
Taking into consideration all the above facts and specific nuances o f Jonah’s
ordeal, it is obvious that the term Sheol may be applied to the belly of the fish and also
to the prophet’s drowning experience when Jonah was cast “into the heart of the seas”
(vs. 4), when “the deep surrounded” him (vs. 6), and he went down “to the roots of
the mountains (vs. 7).”1 Whatever is the case, the proper noun Sheol in Jonah 2:3
may allude to the grave and the grave only—either to the grave o f the sea or the grave
in the belly o f the fish. A third choice simply does not exist. That is why the phrase
should be understood as “out o f the inside/midst/depths o f the grave”
and no more.
Consequently, in order to avoid mutually conflicting and nonbiblical teachings,
one needs to eliminate from the term Sheol those mythological labels and elements
which have been attributed to it, including numerous variations, definitions, and
'j

descriptions of the conditions during an after-death existence there.

In this

connection Y. Kaufmann makes an all-inclusive and comprehensive statement: “The
realm of the dead, the rites connected with death and burial, as well as the destiny of
the soul in the other world, play no part in the religion o f YHWH.”
‘For three lines o f interpretation (I) literal, (2) figurative, and (3) allegorical,
see C. Hassell Bullock, An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books
(Chicago: Moody, 1986), 50.
See all previous references to the term Sheol, especially their exegesis.
3Yehezkel Kaufmann, The Religion o f Israel: From Its Beginnings to the
Babylonian Exile, trans. Moshe Greenberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1960), 311.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

259
Hab 2:5
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Translation and Textual Remarks
?
2
And indeed, the wine is treacherous, the man is haughty* and he will not endure,
Who enlarged his throat3 like Sheol,4 and he is like death and will not be satisfied.
And he gathered to himself all the nations, and collected to himself all the peoples.

Text Unit and Its Genre
The basic structure of Hab 2:1-20 is determined by the distinction between the
two main parts, namely, the report o f Yahweh’s response to the prophet in vss. 1-5 and
the specific language o f the five woe speeches in vss. 6-20.5 The demarcation o f the

'Besides the current reference, this adjective CTrP) occurs only once, in Prov
21:24. The basic meaning o f it is to be “proud,” “haughty,” “a presumptuous man.”
See “T 7V,n BDB, 397.
2The verb is a hapax legomenon. The KJV, NKIV, and NASB render it “He
does not stay at home.” The NJB translates the phrase as “He is for ever on the
move.”
3The NASB and NJB render the term ©S3 as “appetite,” the RSV and NIV as
“greed,” and the KJV and NKJV as “desire.”
4The fact that there are widely differing views among the scholars concerning
the term
is clearly reflected in the following various translations. For example,
the KJV renders the word h i m as “death,” the NKJV as “hell,” the NIV as “grave,”
the LXX as “underworld,” and the NJB and NASB transliterate the term as “Sheol.”

him

5(1) Woe to the extortioner (6-8), (2) Woe to the greedy and arrogant (9-11),
(3) Woe to those who build on bloodshed (12-14), (4) Woe to the drunk and violent
(15-17), and (5) Woe to the maker o f an idol (18-20). Compare with Isa 5:8-23.
Michael H. Floyd, Minor Prophets: Part 2, FOTL 22 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000), 115-118.
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first unit is problematic, as scholars disagree concerning the end of the first part,
which depends on how one interprets vss. 4, 5, and 6.1 On the other hand, most
scholars agree that Yahweh’s message not only reaches its culmination in vs. 4, but
also is linked by both form and content to vs. 5, thus marking off vss. 1-5 as a unit.
Basically the unit (vss. 1-5), which provides a striking contrast between the righteous
and the wicked, consists of the following parts:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Announcement of oracular inquiry
(vs. 1)
Instructions concerning the vision
(vs. 2)
Significance o f the character o f the vision
(vs. 3)
Contrasting the fate o f the wicked with the fate of the just (vss. 4-5)

The overarching genre o f this complicated passage bears a rather unusual
designation, namely, a report of an oracular inquiry.3 The whole passage is presented
from the first-person perspective, which emphasizes Habakkuk’s close relationships
with Yahweh.4 In addition, the passage is rich in various literary devices: chiasmus
’Floyd, 113-115; 123-125; Elizabeth Achtemeier, Nahum-Malachi, BCTP
(Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1986), 41-48; Jimmy J. M. Roberts, Nahum, Habakkuk, and
Zephaniah, OTL (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1991), 105-112; Sweeney, The Twelve
Prophets, 2:469-472; idem, “Structure, Genre, and Intent in the Book of Habakkuk,”
VT 41 (1991): 63-83.
2William H. Ward, “Habakkuk,” A Critical and Exegeticai Commentary on
Micah, Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Joel, ICC (New York: Scribner’s, 1911),
13-14; David W. Baker, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah: An Introduction and
Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 58-62; Michael H. Floyd,
“Prophecy and Writing in Habakkuk 2,1-5,” Z A W 105 (1993): 462-481; O. Palmer
Robertson, The Books o f Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1990), 165-185; Francis I. Andersen, Habakkuk: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 25 (New York: Doubieday, 2001), 190-224;
Wilhelm Rudolph, Micha, Nahum, Habakuk, Zephanja (Gittersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1975),
214-217; Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi, WBC, vol. 32 (Waco, TX: Word, 1984),
106.
3F of a detailed discussion on this type o f genre see Floyd, M inor Prophets,

118-120.
4Ezek 14:1-11; 20:1-44. Floyd, M inor Prophets, 125-26.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

261
(vss. 3 ,4 ,6 , 9.14,16), metonymy and merismus (vs. 5), personification (vss. 5,11),
simile and metaphor (vss. 5 , 7, 8,15,16), assonance (vss. 2 , 6 ,7), allegory (vss. 1516), proverb (vs. 6), etc.1

Exegetical Notes
Before examining the term Sheol in its context, it is necessary to focus briefly
on its direct setting (vss. 4-5) and discuss some o f its specifics, which will help to
better understand the nature and function o f the term.
Hab 2:4 contains a short but comprehensive announcement. In fact, it
comprises the basic message of the vision, which in a succinct form contrasts the
pTOX (“righteous”) with the one TOED

(“whose soul is not upright in

him”). The negative part of this antithetical statement is further elaborated in vs. 5,
which consists o f the death-related terminology and the last reference to Sheol in the
prophets.
Furthermore, both verses are tied together by the compound particle “TO
(“moreover”)3 that is followed by the metaphor o f

(“the wine,” see Hab 2:15-

16),4 which as an agent of deceit and destruction 1313 (“deals treacherously,” Qal a c t
lRichard D. Patterson, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Wycliffe Exegetical
Commentary (WEC) (Chicago: Moody, 1991), 170.
2Rudoiph, Micha, Nahum, Habakuk, Zephanja, 216.
3Scholars translate the particle variously, as “indeed” (NIV, NKJV),
“furthermore” (NASB), “yea also, because” (KJV), “now, surely” (NJB).
4Some scholars argue that instead of rendering
“the wine” one should read
it as “wealth”; see William H. Brownlee, “The Placarded Revelation o f Habakkuk,”
JBL 82 (1963): 319-325.
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ptc.)1 with its victim, leading the arrogant one2 not only to “intoxicating delusions of
*3

grandeur” but also to his downfall.
It should be noted that the term "Q3 (“strong man,” “hero”) in the phrase

rn r

m rr “aa (“a man is haughty and he will not endure/abide”) carries the

connotations of power, might, and military associations.4 Nevertheless, in sharp
contrast to the p m x , who HTP IrffiDKS (“will live by his faith”), is the explanatory
statement that reinforces the image o f arrogance and deadly effects o f wine, and
strongly emphasizes the fact that this mighty and T IT (“haughty”)5 man will not HIT
(“abide,” “endure”).6 The literal meaning o f the hapax legomenon ni3 is something
like “to reach the goal o f travel” or “to rest (from travels),” and captures the idea of
the short-lived nature o f a temporary dwelling.7
In the sequence o f four clauses of vs. 5 the author describes the expansion and
dynamics of the arrogant man’s greed, and how “the one state o f affairs leads to the

1Compare with Hab 1:13.
2Usually identified with Babylon, Hab 1:10.
3Floyd, Minor Prophets, 125.
4““Da,” BDB, 150; John N. Oswalt, “"Q2,” TWOT, 1:148-149; Cheltenham H.
Kosmala, ““Of?55TDOT, 2:367-382; Girdlestone, Synonyms o f the Old Testament, 5254; Andersen, Habakkuk, 217-218.
5TMs adjective occurs otherwise only once, in Prov 21:24, in parallel to IT
(“proud,” “insolent”).
6The verb H13 is found only here. See “iTO,” BDB, 627.
7GeraidH. W ilson,“m 3 ” NIDOTTE, 3:54-56.
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other.”1 By employing highly metaphorical language, which includes parallel similes
and the vocabulary of death, the prophet vividly demonstrates the merciless and
boundless nature o f this greedy man

who enlarged his throat like Sheol
'to d d K m
and he is like death
v T

-
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t

<
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j
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:

and will not be satisfied
The two concluding clauses, which continue to describe the far-reaching
consequences o f the insatiable ravenousness of the haughty, form an absolute
'j

synonymous parallelism.

Both couplets refer to the arrogant man’s (Babylon’s)

political ambitions for international conquests and submission o f “all the nations” and
“all the peoples.”3

o^arrbs vbn
and he gathered to himself all the nations

D^m~b2 vbx

rapn
and collected to himself all the peoples
I*
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7

T

\T

I

/

i:

- -

It is Important to note that the first clause in the sequence o f four is introduced
by the relative pronoun "1©*X (“who”) with tOTl (“and he,” conj.-pers. pr. 3 m. s.) as

’Floyd, “Habakkuk 2,1-5,” 474.
2Patrick D. Miller, “Studies in Hebrew Word Patterns,” HThR 73 (1980): 7989; idem, “The Idea o f Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History,” JSO T 28 (1984):
99-106.
3See Hab 1:15-17 and 2:6-17; compare with Exod 23:10; Deut 11:14; Jer 51:7;
Dan 5:1-30.
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its parallel. Moreover, both of these pronouns plus two occurrences o£ y6

k

(“for

himself,” prep.-3 m. s. sf.) refer to one and the same antecedent, "D3 (“man”). This
haughty and arrogant man (including also the reference to the wicked one in vs. 4a) is
the subject of all the five verbs occurring in vs. 5, namely:1

nir *61

and he will not endure

y rn n ISM who enlarged
U3&T
r
s

*

vbK

:

and he will not be satisfied
and he gathered to himself
and he collected to himself

Furthermore, the prophet takes two distinctly parallel, death-related, terms
blK liD (“like Sheol”) and DIED (“like [the] death”), both of which are personified,
represented as living organisms with ability to open one’s throat (the idea of
swallowing implied), and applies them to the arrogant one to emphasize his
insatiability. The preposition S (“like”) is used in a qualitative sense to express the
resemblance o f the attributes o f death and the grave. Though in this metaphor, or
more precisely, hyperbole o f comparison, the arrogant man has nothing in common
with death and Sheol in a literal sense, nonetheless his greed functions in the same
way as death and Sheol. The definite article before DIED emphasizes the fact that
here the imagery o f death is quite tangible, because “death never takes a holiday.”3
On account o f the fact that the haughty one has no limits for Ms insatiability, greed,

!Qal act. pfc. *13l3 (“treacherous”) refers to wine. See also Andersen,
Habakkuk, 208-220.
BDB, 455.
3Smith, Micah-Maiachi, 108.
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Sheol, and death are almost identical and affect D‘,ia rrt?|5 (“all the nations”) and
(“all the peoples”) in much the same negative way, as can be seen from

the last two lines and the whole passage.1
It is also important to point out that the first two clauses in the succession of
four, in fact, contain three culminating statements. The first two describe the wicked,
who is temporarily in control and that is why he has “enlarged his throat ($23) like
Sheol” and “he is like death.” In this context it is appropriate to remember, in the
words of Waltke, that 2JD3 “means the whole self, a unity of flesh, will and vitality.”2
Accordingly, the whole being of the "PIT "03 is directed towards carrying out his
wicked schemes. However, the third statement, which functions as a conclusion,
shows that in spite o f all his efforts “he will not be satisfied,” and because o f his greed
“he will not endure.”
Finally, here the term Sheol is employed without any implication concerning
its relation to a spirit world. Both Sheol and its parallel term “death” are used in the
sense of a hyperbolic comparison to designate the greed and insatiability o f the
T I T "1323.'3 Moreover, the gluttony o f the arrogant one is directly linked to the
inherent nature of death and the grave, “which continues over the ages to swallow up

sFloyd, Minor Prophets, 125.
2Bruce K. Waltke, “CD3,” TWOT, 2:587-591.
3For the use o f gender-matched parallelism to express merismus see Patterson,
Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 182; Wilfred G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry:
A Guide to Its Techniques, JSOTSup 26 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984), 125.
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everyone.”1 The meaning of the figuratively used word Sheol is partially determined
by the function of its parallel term “death,” which is always associated in one way or
other with the place o f the dead or “the grave.”2
In this connection Patterson, who favors translating the term Sheol in Hab 2:5
as “the grave,” writes: “Israel did not share the pagan concept of an underworld for all
souls, nor did it espouse the so-called ‘two-compartment theory’ that developed in
intertestamental Judaism and the early church.”3 In other words, here the poetic term
Sheol conveys a symbolic representation o f the grave as the place o f the dead without
providing any specifics concerning its location or descriptive elements of it, which
could be used as the proof text for underworld activities.

Discussion and Synthesis
Nature o fb ix tp
It is significant to note that the term

occurring twenty-four times in the

Prophets, is scattered throughout the whole spectrum o f the prophetic books. Except
1 Kgs 2:6, 9, the term Sheol with its key verb T T (“to go down,” occurring
twelve times)4 is employed in poetic contexts, some o f which comprise a highly

Robertson, The Books o f Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah, 184.
2Hams, “The Meaning of the Word Sheol,” 133; Kenneth L. Barker and
Waylon Bailey, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah (Nashville: Broadman &
Holman, 1999), 327-328; Robertson, The Books o f Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah,
184.
-j

Patterson, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 182.
4See table 2.
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figurative and extremely vivid imagery.
To avoid duplication it will suffice to say that the basic conclusions reached in
the Torah concerning the nature, function, and purpose of the word Sheol are also
applicable here. However, unlike the Torah, the Prophets contain some new
descriptive particulars which w ill help the reader to make more concrete decisions and
form a more solid opinion about the term, not only because o f its quantitative usage
but also its qualitative features.
The Former Prophets provide the reader with no new insights concerning the
term Sheol, its spatial characteristics, physical features, or any kind o f qualifying
elements which would hint at life’s continuation in the underworld. The noun *^|©h
(“darkness”) in 1 Sam 2:9 can be mentioned as the only secondary descriptive term of
Sheol, referring to its nature, which also serves as a synonym o f Sheol and the grave
(1 Sam 2:6).2 The term by itself, including its current context, does not imply the idea
of miserable postmortem existence in darkness, but simply states the fact that the
grave is a physically dark place.
In the Former Prophets the term Sheol is used exclusively as a reference to the
grave, and that is clearly demonstrated by the very context in which Sheol is
employed. For instance, in 1 Kgs 2:6, 9, the expressions “do not le t. . . go down in
peace to Sheol” and “you must bring. . . with blood down to Sheol” refer to Joab’s
and Shimei’s murder by Benaiah. This “going down to Sheol” is further clarified by
the words in vs. 34, TTP23 "Qf-ps] (“and was buried at his house, [at his dwelling]”),

1Isa5:14; 1 4:9,11,15; Ezek 31:15, 1 6 ,17; 32:21,27.
2See exegesis o f 1 Sam 2:6.
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which means that Joab was slain and afterward buried in the grave.1 Thus, the term
Sheol designates the place of the dead or death, which factually is the place of their
burial without any further implications.
It should also be recalled that there is no such thing in the Hebrew Scripture as
a distinction between “life” and “existence,”2 but only between “life” and “death.” In
this context the words o f Wolff, who makes a pointed statement, become especially
significant: “The dying person has much o f importance to say, but his grave has little
significance.”3
Finally, in the Former Prophets as in the Torah, the nature o f Sheol exhibits
two mutually exclusive features. On the one hand, Sheol’s weakness and limitations
are exposed and subjected to the total control o f Yahweh over it and its dead (1 Sam
2:6). On the other, Sheol, which by itself is nothing without death, exercises its full
dominion over every human being (2 Sam 22:6).
In the Major Prophets the term Sheol, occurring fifteen times, is described in
a vivid and highly figurative language. Nevertheless, as in all the previous instances,
this abstract term continues to refer to the place o f all the dead, clearly having an
analogy with the grave. For example, in Isa 14:11 “maggots” and “worms” describe

‘Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 52.
“Though the Hebrew Scripture has nothing to do with such artificial
distinction, Lou H. Silberman tries to introduce it in his article, “Death in the Hebrew
Bible and Apocalyptic Literature,” in Perspectives on Death, ed. Liston O. Mills
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1969), 13-33, esp. 20; see also Johnson, The Vitality o f the
Individual, 88-91.
3Wolff, Anthropology o f the Old Testament, 100.
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the rotting of corpses, which is an inseparable characteristic of any grave. Other
descriptive elements, characteristic only o f the grave, are especially emphasized by the
twofold negative particles “n ot. . . not,”1 which demonstrate the fact that Hezekiah
undeniably understood the nature o f Sheol. He asserts that the dead are dead by using
such definite statements as “I shall not see YAH, YAH,” “I shall not look upon man,”
“Sheol cannot thank you,” “death cannot praise you,” and “those who go down to the
pit cannot hope” (Isa 38:10-18). To these could be added another o f Hezekiah’s
expressions, “in the cessation o f my years,” an expression that speaks for itself. In
brief, Sheol derives its nature from the burial and as such it is a place o f darkness and
silence, excluding any notion of one’s existence there.
Unique are the references to Sheol in Ezek 31,32, and Isa 14, which are almost
identical. It seems that these texts focus on the state o f the dead rather than on an
event, thus contradicting everything that was said up until now. However, these texts
do not imply that Sheol is a place o f vivid activities. To the contrary, the prophets use
specific figurative devices in order to reaffirm and authenticate the nature of Sheol as
a location with no life or distinctions. The descent o f the king o f Babylon is
seemingly associated with some stir on the part o f the dead, and “although his glory
had made him seem almost immortal, he too must bow to corruption and decay.”2
Furthermore, it is almost impossible to overemphasize the importance o f
recognizing the character and aim o f these taunt songs. Both Isaiah and Ezekiel use
highly figurative language to picture some activity in Sheol, which with some

^ ee exegesis o f Isa 38:10,18.
20swait, The Book o f Isaiah 1-39,318.
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figurative treatment dearly points to the “grave.” For instance, Ezekiel uses such
synonymous terms as “pit,” “the earth beneath,” Sheol, “grave,” and others, only in an
imagined scenario. In this Sheol, various nations and their leaders are imagined as
buried together in large groups, where some nations are in more disgraceful locations
within Sheol than others.
The expressions of these taunt songs are highly instructive for understanding
the nature of Sheol. Pharaoh and his horde will lie in Sheol in one o f the imagined
places reserved for armies killed in battle. Assyria is also destined for death. Elam,
Meschech, Tubal, and the nations are pictured as slain, lying with the uncircumcised,
with those killed by the sword. These are all said to be in Sheol (31:15,16,17) and
they are also said to be in the “grave” (32:22,23,25,26).1 And the fact that so many
other great nations of the past are also lying in similar circumstances will be a sort of
consolation to the Egyptians. All these descriptive details conclusively point to the
grave, where underneath the earth lie buried the great warriors, leaders, various
nations, and all the dead of all the times.2
Furthermore, figuratively Sheol means a place o f degradation and disgrace. In
vivid personalization, the dead put their swords under their heads, and are pictured as
talking (32:21,27). An animated Sheol provokes kings and princes to meet the

!The term h m is just a poetic synonym for “Q p , which is used 71 times for
“grave,” and the verb “D p is used all 132 times for “bury.”
2It should be pointed out that none o f these allegorical details fit with what the
Hebrew Scripture otherwise teaches about Sheol, and therefore they must be taken as a
symbolic background against which the point o f the prophecy can be clearly seen,
namely, great earthly powers, no matter how cruel and powerful, all eventually come
to an end as God judges the affairs o f the earth.
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newcomer. Ezekiel personifies Sheol so vividly and consciously that many scholars
have been misled into interpreting this figurative language literally. As a result they
see Sheol as a state in which people outside their bodies are half awake, partially
conscious, existing in a gloomy and shadowy waiting place, or as G. Ladd writes, for
example, that the dead in Sheol “exist not as souls or spirits capable o f existence apart
from the body, but as ‘shades.’”1
Finally, it is important to recognize the significance of the echoes of fixed
phrases, parallel terms, and special figures of speech. Though images can be highly
figurative, they are not meaningless. It is no coincidence that Ezekiel employs the
term Sheol interchangeably with its various synonyms, which as the figures of death
and burial focus the reader’s attention on the grave. The same approach is also used
by the prophet Isaiah. For instance, in order to assert that “Sheol has opened wide its
throat and enlarged its mouth without limit,” he takes the elements o f personification
and hyperbole, thus emphasizing the insatiable nature of the grave (Isa 5:14), which
always is open and ready to “devour” the newcomers. Consequently these
conclusions provide substantial support to the assessment o f the above references that
the nature of Sheol corresponds to that o f the grave.
The same basic elements, intrinsic to the nature of Sheol, recur in the Minor
Prophets. By using the device o f personification, Hosea pictures the destructive power
of Sheol, which at the same time is totally exposed before Yahweh’s supremacy (Hos
13:14). The prophet emphasizes the fact that SheoFs nature is vulnerable and lasting

5George E. Ladd, “E sc h a to lo g y ISBE, 2:133.
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only for a time. The same idea of SheoFs defenselessness is expressed in Amos 9:2.1
Hab 2:5 compares the greed o f the arrogant man by referring to the insatiable
voracity of Sheol as its innate character, which harmonizes well with the nature and
function o f both literal and figurative grave. And finally, although Jonah 2:2,3
contains no information concerning SheoFs nature, the context associates it with the
grave in a non-literal sense. To put it differently, the passage reminds the reader that
the location and form o f the “grave” may vary, namely, the place o f death can be
found not only in the traditional literal grave or desert, but also in the sea or even in
the belly o f the great fish.
None o f these five occurrences o f the term Sheol contains any information or
even the impression of a surviving soul, spirit, or some kind o f ongoing existence in
the underworld. It means that one should be careful not to impose on the term Sheol
the teaching o f the immortality o f soul when the term clearly refers to the grave.

Function o f
In the Former Prophets the term blX® fulfills several important functions,
resulting from the specific characteristics of its nature. Accordingly, in 1 Sam 2:6 its
main function is to point to the grave as the place of death, which at the same time
serves as the contrast to those whom Yahweh “brings to life” and “raises up.” This
rather elaborate description not only shows that SheoFs specific function o f holding
the dead in its grip is restricted and temporary, but also focuses one’s attention on the
omnipotence o f Yahweh and an eschatological dimension.

‘See Dent 32:22; 1 Sam 2:6; Amos 9:2.
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Furthermore, in 2 Sam 22:6 David describes the mercilessness and utmost
intensity o f the deadly forces seeking his destruction, by animating both Sheol and
death. Because o f the deadly functions o f “the cords o f Sheol” and “the snares of
death” David becomes “like the dead.” This means that he had virtually experienced
the disintegrating and destroying power o f death and the severe reality of the grave.
Finally, the primary function o f the term Sheol in 1 Kgs 2:6, 9 is explained by
the context, especially in vss. 34 and 46. The passage shows how a carefully planned
murder by Benaiah leads to the premature death o f Joab and Shimei and their “going
down to Sheol,” which equals to the grave and functions exactly as the grave.
In the Major Prophets, Ezek 31 and 32 are the most critical passages
concerning the interpretation of the term Sheol. In Ezek 31 one of the main functions
o f the term Sheol is to describe the judgment ofYahweh against Pharaoh and its effect
on the surrounding nations (Ezek 31:15-18). The pattern is clear: (1) accusation, (2)
proclamation o f judgment, and (3) execution o f judgment, which is followed by (4)
public reaction. The prophet uses here the procedure o f intensified reversal to tell the
story of his gigantic downfall to the grave.
Once the constructive and affirmative control o f Yahweh over the arrogant
tree, which the tree ignored and neglected, becomes a negative and destructive force at
the end, resulting in the fall o f the haughty tree (vss. 13-16), which, in turn, equates
with its descent to Sheol. Moreover, as was demonstrated earlier on the exegetical
basis, this conclusion is strongly supported by the key vocabulary. Ezek 31 and 32 are
crowded with a formula-like parallel terminology referring to death and the grave, as
for instance, “handed over to death,” “go down to the pit,” “went down to Sheol,” “lie
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among the uncircumcised,” “slain by the sword,” “to the earth below,” and others,
which describe not the continuation of life but death and the dead.1 According to the
prophet, “to go down to Sheol” means complete termination o f any imagined existence
in the underworld, namely, “you will be no more” (/|PK1). Thus Sheol functions
exactly as the grave.
Another aspect of its function is to introduce a group of newcomers, which is
described in a highly metaphorical language (Ezek 32:21-27). The degree of their
participation and their conversation with Egypt and all her allies is extraordinary, and
it all takes place “from the midst of Sheol” (him

Iflro).

The mighty are the

honorable dead o f vs. 27, and their leaders make comments on the new arrivals. This
description recalls the scene from Isa 14:9-10, where the dead companies sarcastically
greet the slain Mesopotamian king as he comes to Sheol, the place o f maggots and
worms.
However, Egypt is not alone in Sheol. According to Ezek 32, Assyria with her
allies occupies the first place in it because she was “spreading terror in the land o f the
living” (vss. 22-23). Elam’s presence with all her multitudes among the
uncircumcised clearly points out her destiny in the grave (vss. 24-25). Now she bears
shame “with those who go down to the pit” 0 1 3 vTlPTlit). There are Meshech and
Tubal and all their armies, too (vss. 26-28).
Finally, this list concludes with Edom’s multitudes, her kings and leaders,

*For parallelisms and key vocabulary in Ezek 31:14-18 and 32:17-32, see
tables 11 and 12.
2Ezek 26:21; 27:36; 28:19.
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northern princes, and every Sidonian (vss. 29-30). It is significant to note, although
Edom is not accused with “spreading terror in the land o f the living” like other
nations, its place is “beside those slain by the sword,” “with the uncircumcised,” and
“with those who go down to the pit.” The deadly function of Sheol demonstrates how
all o f them have gone down in shame and disgrace to their graves, only to lie next to
the dreadful victims o f the sword and the uncircumcised.
The judgment message o f Isa 5:14 is almost identical to that o f Ezek 31 and
32, therefore the term Sheol functions almost in the same way as the grave. The only
difference is that in Ezekiel the focus is on the dead (foreign nations) in their graves,
but in Isa 5:14 the main emphasis is on Sheol itself, which is vividly described as
being alive and ready to swallow all its victims (Israel and Judah).
In Isa 28:15,18, using sarcastic metaphorical wording, the prophet condemns
Ephraim and Judah for their treaties with Egypt, for seeking refuge in lies and
falsehood. Instead o f choosing Yahweh, the Israelites rely on treaties, which operate
exactly in the same way as death and Sheol.
Especially important are the references to the term Sheol in Isa 38:10,18,
where Hezekiah speaks about the dead in the grave. As death is real, so the grave is a
real place. Asserting that “Sheol cannot thank you,” “death cannot praise you,” and
“those who go down cannot hope,”1 Hezekiah reveals something about SfaeoFs inner
functions, namely, total termination o f any possible life form and nonexistence o f the
so-called shadows/souls/spirits/ghosts. Or more precisely, the king shows that in
Sheol the dead are dead. If in Sheol there were some kind o f existence, then Hezekiah

¥ s s 6:5; 115:17. This aspect will be discussed in detail in chapter 4.
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would have provided a corresponding description.
In the Minor Prophets, as in previous references, Hosea strongly emphasizes
that any destructive function o f the power o f Sheol and death is limited (Hos 13:14),
whereas Amos focuses on its antithetical aspect, thus specifying Sheol’s function as
being the opposite in relation to heaven (Amos 9:2; see also Isa 7:11). Jonah describes
his distress and anguish by referring to a location/spatial dimension o f Sheol, namely,
“the belly of Sheol” (Jonah 2:2,3), which functions as the grave in a figurative sense.
And in Hab 2:5, by using personified imagery of Sheol and death as a hyperbole o f
comparison, the prophet shows that the greed o f the arrogant one functions in the same
way as the voraciousness o f the grave.

Purpose o f
In order to have a full picture o f this three-faceted synthesis, it is necessary to
focus briefly on the third dimension, that is, the purpose of Sheol in the Prophets. The
similarity o f various aspects in this triangle helps to establish the interconnection
between various employments o f the term Sheol in its direct and broader contexts,
which is important in combination, not in isolation or fragmentation. Furthermore, the
nature, function, and purpose o f Sheol, though differentiated from each other by the
particularity o f its specific aspects, serve as building blocks for the identification o f its
factual characteristics and the recognition o f its theological/anthropological
implications.
Consequently, in her thanksgiving song in the Former Prophets (1 Sam 2:110), Hannah celebrates the unconditional might o f Yahweh, Who is the source of
wisdom, strength, and triumph for those who fear Him. By declaring that “Yahweh
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puts to death and brings to life” and that “He brings down to Sheol and raises up”
(2:6), she creates a powerful picture o f Yahweh’s omnipotence. As is seen from the
context o f a life-and-death contrast, from its nature and function Sheol is not a place o f
life after death, but a place o f death,1 the grave; therefore the assertion that He “raises
up” has nothing to do with the living in the netherworld but refers to the dead and their
physical resurrection.
Moreover, 1 Sam 2:6 contains all-embracing nuances of the time-space
elements in which these specific actions o f Yahweh are exerted and in which the
identifications o f space allusions occur. No human being is able to control the
destructive force of the grave or life-giving power except Yahweh. Both death and the
grave are absolutely subjected to His authority, and that is the main purpose of the
employment o f the term Sheol in Hannah’s song.
The vocabulary of 2 Sam 22:5,6 and vs. 7 forms an extremely powerful
contrast Thus in vss. 5 and 6, to describe his agony in the face of imminent death
David relies heavily on watery and terrestrial imagery such as “the waves of death”
and “the torrents of destruction” (vs. 5), “the cords o f Sheol” and “the snares o f
death” (vs. 6).2 In this cluster o f the most violent and compelling images drawn from
nature and the sphere o f death, the purpose o f the term Sheol is to intensify the picture
of David’s near-death experience, when he felt death and the grave as close “as a rope
coiled around him.”3 It means that he imagined himself as having already been dead in
'Mary J. Evans, 1 and 2 Samuel (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2000), 22.
2Similar imagery is found in Pss 22:13,1 6 ,17; 40:13; 42:8; 49:6; 88:7, 8, 17,
18; 116:3; 118:10-12; Hos 7:2; Jonah 2:3,5.
3Evans, I and 2 Samuel, 235.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

278
the grave. On the other hand, the words of his deliverance in vs. 7, “I called . . . He
heard,” serve as a sharp contrast to the grave-death imagery and also as the resolution
of the death-life tension.
As in all the previous cases o f the current research, it should be stressed also
here that an attempt to identify the term Sheol in 2 Sam 22:6 with “the realm of the
afterlife, the place o f departed spirits”1 not only leads to the imposition on the text of
humanly imagined and preferred ideas and socially accepted Scripture-contradicting
ways of thinking, but also results in theologically strange doctrines.
The final two occurrences of the term Sheol in the Former Prophets, which
function in the context o f specific directives given by David to Solomon, contain a
blended imagery o f wisdom and violent death (1 Kgs 2:6,9). The rationale behind
David’s counsel, “do not let his gray hairs go down in peace to Sheol” and “you must
bring his gray hairs with blood down to Sheol,” is more than clear. There is only one
way to get rid o f Joab and Shimei and bring them down to the grave; they must be
murdered. Except for the thrust on assassination and the grave, which are necessary
for Solomon to legitimize a later actual situation, no after-death-existence ideas or
associations are implied here.
The major bulk of Sheol occurrences, which includes the most crucial and at
the same time misinterpreted passages, is found in the books o f Isaiah and Ezekiel (see
Isa 14 and Ezek 31 and 32). The discussion on the nature and function of the term
Sheol in the Major Prophets has already made it obvious that neither Isaiah nor
1Youngblood, “1,2 Samuel,” EBC, 3:1067.
2See concise summary on the nature and function of 1 Kgs 22:6, 9, especially
the exegesis section.
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Ezekiel had any intention to provide their readers with a detailed description of the
afterlife. Their main purpose is to make known that the day of divine retribution is
coming and that Yahweh is able to remove the one who is too powerful in his own
eyes. It is beyond doubt that the graphic imagery of Isa 14 and Ezek 31,32 focuses on
Yahweh’s great reckoning with all that “in the land of the living” declares itself to be
“pomp,” powerful “array,” and “might.” Against this background Yahweh addresses
the display o f the powers which in their days thought to defy Yahweh’s sovereignty.
Consequently, all of them are destined to go down to Sheol. At the same time
Yahweh’s judgments function not only as the tool of destruction but also as the
means of salvation of those who see them being carried out; there is a hope that they
would awake and return to Him.
On the other hand, the employment o f the term Sheol in the Major Prophets
serves as a multipurpose term having a wide range of theological and anthropological
implications, as for example the affirmation o f Yahweh’s sovereignty that underlines
both Egypt’s fall and its descent to Sheol. The use of “many hordes” in Ezek 32
emphasizes the degree and extent o f His sovereignty, as does the darkening o f the
heavens in vss. 7-8 as well as the terrifying of other nations in vss. 9-10. In fact, it is a
part o f the background upon which trust and hope in Yahweh’s future actions of
redemption are based.
Another vitally important aspect should be mentioned: The majority forgets
that the essence of being human means to be mortal, and that is as true in regard to all
human beings as it is o f nations and their leaders. By using a highly figurative
language, vivid imagery, elements o f ridicule and taunt, and personification of Sheol
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and its dead, both Isaiah and Ezekiel clearly indicate that after death a person has no
opportunity to change his destiny.
Seen in this light, and from this larger perspective, Ezekiel’s oracles of
judgment take on a more positive purpose. They not only reflect acts o f divine
punishment o f Egypt and other nations for their foolish pride and evil deeds, but are
episodes in a cosmic history-in which powers o f rebellion are conquered. All
judgment is in some sense a part o f the battle between good and evil and therefore all
judgment has ultimately a positive purpose, namely, the forces o f evil are held back
and Yahweh’s plan is carried out. Beyond judgment there lies a better world, in which
Yahweh’s will and intentions will be carried out in a perfect harmony.
Thus far the discussion on the nature and function o f the term Sheol has
identified it with the place o f the dead, which suggests that its purpose should work in
the same direction. This conclusion is clarified by those descriptive elements which
are characteristic of the grave, thus providing some useful insights. For instance,
Hezekiah, contemplating his death, refers to Sheol as the place o f total silence and
nonexistence. There is no hope, praise, or thanksgiving in the grave (Isa 38:10,18),
but only maggots and worms covering the dead (Isa 14:11). The fact that by
employing the term Sheol the authors o f the Major Prophets intended the grave is
supported by the abundant usage o f its parallel and synonymous terminology, such as
“pit ” “grave,” “death,” “the earth beneath,” etc., as well by the vocabulary belonging
to the sphere of death.1 Moreover, according to Isaiah, both the righteous and the

^ ee exegesis sections o f the verses under discussion, especially Ezek 31 and
32.
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wicked, the chosen ones and the enemies of Yahweh, all die and go down to the same
place, the grave.1
Finally, in Isa 28:15 and 18, the prophet uses the term Sheol as a personified
entity with a specific end in view, namely, to warn Judah and its leaders concerning
their blind trust in political alliances and the deadly consequences such treaties would
entail. An agreement with Egypt equals an agreement with the grave; It means that
•y

their distrust in Yahweh would eventually bring them death.
The primary purpose and intention of all the references o f the term Sheol in the
Minor Prophets, except one, Is to demonstrate the total control o f Yahweh over the
deadly power o f death, the grave, and those who are in it, which in Hos 13:14 evinces
itself as the power o f bodily resurrection. Accordingly Amos 9:2 reveals Yahweh’s
omnipotence by describing the coming judgment and a no-escape-altemative even if
one digs into Sheol. The purpose of the employment o f the term Sheol in Jonah 2:3 is
to focus the reader’s attention on Yahweh’s incomparability and superiority, love and
compassion, which are exhibited in the punishment/salvation motif. The only
exception is found in Hab 2:5, where the insatiability o f personified Sheol is used to
illustrate the greed o f the arrogant one in order to contrast the fate o f the wicked and
the fate o f the ju s t
In summary, it should be noted that by emphasizing the same aspects over
again, both the Torah and the Prophets follow a clear and fundamentally consistent

‘Compare Isa 38:10,18; 5:14; 28:15; and 14:9,11,15.
2For similar nuances see exegesis section of Isa 5:14 and 57:9.
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pattern in describing the nature, function, and purpose o f the term Sheol. The
regularity of the specific treatment o f the term Sheol in both the Torah and the
Prophets by various authors is clearly demonstrated by its particular vocabulary,
which in one way or other refers to the grave, either to the literal one or figurative one,
and describes the destructive effects o f death in language that is totally opposite to the
creation/life terminology. On the other hand, this does not mean that both the Torah
and the Prophets carry out the whole blueprint of Sheol in the least detail, including
the disposition o f its emphases, nuances, and elements, and there is no need for that.
Finally, the current exegesis clearly substantiates that the three-faceted
synthesis o f the term Sheol in the Prophets, which functions as the synonym for the
place of the dead or the grave, has nothing to do with after-death consciousness in the
underworld and is in perfect harmony with the fundamental pattern o f employment of
the term Sheol as the grave in the Torah.

Excursus 2
and Its Conceptual Links in the Prophets
Introduction
In order to continue the groundwork o f the current exegesis concerning the
nature, function, and purpose of Sheol in the Prophets, it is necessary to present a
sketchy analysis o f some of the key parallel terms (already discussed in the Torah) in a
broader context here. For instance, an examination o f the verbs ®]pK (“gather”) and
I p O (“He down”) in various formulas and the conclusions made regarding their basic
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function in the death contexts provide additional support for the current discussion.1
The importance of these verbs was already demonstrated in the Torah, and their
recurrence in the Prophets functions as a structuring device, which makes it easier to
discern and solidify the discovered insights about the term Sheol as it occurs in
various settings.
There are two more points which should be briefly addressed in this last
section. Both o f them are directly related to the current study and have to do with the
rationale of the three-faceted aspects o f Sheol. First, it is necessary to look at 1 Sam
28, which is often used as a proof text o f afterlife in Sheol, and second, one must
consider what is the relationship between the Sheol passages o f Ezek 31,32 (the last
three oracles against nations) and one o f Ezekiel’s subsequent major visions, namely,
the resurrection passage in Ezek 37.

in the Prophets
As was seen in chapter 2, the term

(“gather”) is found in various death

formulas and refers to the grave without any implications of afterlife or some kind of
existence in Sheol. In the Prophets the formula differs slightly from the one in the
Torah. If in the Torah the author used the expression “and was gathered to his people”
over again, then in the Prophets it is slightly modified and more clear-cut It is
1There are many other terms o f importance, such as
(“to awake,” 2 Kgs
4:31; Isa 26:19; Jer 51:39,57), }W (“to sleep,” Jer 51:39, 57),>12)13 (“bier,” 2 Sam
3:31; 1 Kgs 17:19; 2 Kgs 4:21,32),
(“bed,” Isa 53:2; Ezek 32:25), m3 .
(“slumber,” Nah 3:18), HOT (“sleep,” Jer 51:39,57), etc., which because o f space
limitations will not be discussed here.
2See table 6 and the discussion there.
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interesting to note that after the description of Joshua’s death in Judg 2:8 and 9,
m in 1

nnaTl(“then Joshua died”) and InlK riSpn (“and they buried him”), in vs.

10 the reader is informed that IT
T D■;trbxv 330K3
KVT71
a?
\ : v v
-

j

~

t

D31
(“and also
~.

all that generation was gathered to his fathers”). Some scholars see here an “entry
upon the afterlife.”1 However, practically speaking, there is no distinction between the
formula “was gathered to his fathers” and “was gathered to his people,” except
nuances. In both cases the expressions refer to the dead ancestors and the grave.
Furthermore, in 2 Kgs 22:20, the same expression

^JSDK ( “I will

gather you to your fathers”) functions in parallel to ^ n '" Q p “^K JRDDK31 (“and you
shall be gathered to your grave”), thus strengthening and defining the analogy of
familial associations with the grave. Speaking about the death o f the righteous in
Isa 57:1, the prophet uses identical wording, D’BOiO IDjT^TOINn (“and men of
kindness are gathered”) and p ’HSH ^DIO (“gathered is the righteous one”).
Moreover, these figurative expressions recall other similar phrases, which in
the Hebrew Scriptures imply the same idea of death and the grave, as for instance,
(“I am going today the way of all the
earth”),2
sayings, 2 W K tib )

D lD f (“before I go and I am no more”),3 or one o f Job’s

Dim (“before I go, and I shall not return”).4

!See Robert G. Boling, Judges: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary,
AB, vol. 6A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1975), 72; Eric M. Meyers, “Secondary
Burials in Palestine,” The Biblical Archeologist 33 (1970): 2-28.
2Josh 23:14; 1 Kgs 2:2.
3Ps 39:14.
4Job 10:21.
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All theses instances of various formulas demonstrate not only an impossibility
of splitting the expressions and separating “one’s people” from “one’s fathers” or
“one’s grave,” but also the absurdity o f creating for every nuance a new interpretation.
“The fact that the word could be used without any prepositional phrase suggests that
the meaning was the same and there was no distinction between the phrases.” The
use o f the term P|0X in the formula in the Prophets simply points to the fact that
people die and are buried in the grave, and has nothing to do with the manner o f their
death or an afterlife in the underworld.2

in the Prophets
Both in the Torah and in the Prophets the term UDO (“lay down”) functions in
the same way as the verb P]0K in its formulas. Generally the verb is used in the
expression TrQK“O P...

(“and he lay down [slept] with his fathers”) and its

variants, “when I will lie down,” “you will lie down,” or “they lay down,” where the
verb is further clarified by its parallel vocabulary, “D p (‘To bury”), r n ilp (“grave,”
“burial place”) , 3 or the phrase Pf13K“DP “I2tps1 (“and was buried with his fathers”),
as is seen in table 14. In the Torah the formula is used in the context o f the death and
burial of Jacob and Moses, whereas in the Prophets it is mainly used concerning the
death and burial o f kings and Yahweh’s enemies.

Cornelius, Hill, and Rogers, “^OX,” NIDOTTE, 1:468-472. The same article
also provides a concise description o f the five views concerning the formula.
2For the description of the corpses which T“Qj?’ X'Sl
gathered and are not buried”), see Jer 8:2 and 25:33.

K

3See Gen 47:30; Deut 31:16.
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The verb Ipffl, depending on the structure and the context of the text, is
translated as “slept” (NASB, NRSV), “rested” (NIV, NKJV), “fell asleep” (NJB), or
“lay down.” Since death is often compared to a sleep, the verb 3D 0, which basically
means “lying down,” functions “as a metaphor for death,”1 as is clearly seen from the
forty-six references shown in table 14, containing the major statements referring to
death and the grave.
It is also instructive to recall the dangers when scholars try to focus on every
minutest detail in the phrase. For example, by making a distinction between the
expressions “and he lay down with his fathers” and “and was buried with his fathers,”
Driver comes to the conclusion that the immortal part “is gathered to his fathers in the
world below” and the “body is consigned to a grave. . . in the world above.”2
However, there is no hint or further qualifications that would support his conclusions
as none o f the texts even mention “soul,” “spirit,” or any other descriptive element
referring in some way to the underworld. The phrase “and he lay down with his
fathers” simply serves as a general description o f somebody’s death. Actually the
phrase “and he lay down with his fathers” is parallel to the expression “and he was
buried with Ms fathers” (1 Kgs 14:31). These mental images simply function as
common metaphors for going to the grave.

1Williams, “ID O ,” NIDOTTE, 4:101-102; Willem A. M. Beuken, “M , ”
TDOT.; 14:659-670.
2Driver, “Plurima Mortis Imago,” 137-143. See also Hamilton, The Book o f
Genesis 18-50,624-625.
3For the discussion o f the phrase see Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 33-35.
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TABLE 14
THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE TERM 2DW IN THE CONTEXT OF DEATH
TERMINOLOGY IN THE PROPHETS

Texts
No.
1 Judg 5:27
2

2 Sam 7:12

3

1 Kgs 1 :21

4

1 Kgs 2:10

Hebrew
2DW ^S3
\“
T1pnnx-nx V n ssn

Translation
he fell, he lay down

TTQK"DJJ... X 52D

when

iT a r m ..

then

AT^ T

v

v

T

:

t

~

:

st

you will lie down with your fathers
. . .

lies down with his fathers

a t

. . .

lay down with his fathers

and was buried
5

1 Kgs 3:20

6

1 Kgs 11:21

7

1 Kgs 11:43

n ir s tfn r a n r m -n x i
/ *

t

:

*

v

~

/t

:

v s

YTOX"D3) I l l 2DO
T

_

■ .

< - 7

■ T

r r n tc D y ...

i p< - w: p- ~

•

t

and her dead son she laid (twice)
David lay down with his fathers
lay down with his fathers

<

:

and was buried
8

rn n x'D i? as© *!

and he lay down with Ws fathers

T>ratC D iL..n3$!n

and he lay down with his fathers

prairD S? “a p p

and was burled with Ms fathers

praK-i"D D ...ap© si
in x r n p p

and he lay down with his fathers

1 Kgs 14:20

t

9

1 Kgs 14:31

T

10
11

1 Kgs 15:8
1 Kgs 15:24

•

T

<*t t

•

-

s

- -

VrQ K'DV KOK 2 3 m
T

*

1 Kgs 16:6

T

T

p ra x -0 2 L ..n p © p

and he lay down with his fathers

•

<**nr

\-*fT

1 Kgs 16:28

and Asa lay down with his fathers
and was burled with Ms fathers

T

• -

m pp
13

and they buried Mm

p m x -o p -q p p
^

12

**:

*“

and he lay down with Ms fathers

p h i i r d » ...
7

and was burled

* .................. -

and was buried
14

1 Kgs 17:19

in m ~ b v

15

1 Kgs 22:40

p r a r o iJ ...

16

1 Kgs 22:51

1 W D P ...

l uT . . . '

“

\ ”

*

I

------

id e p i

p r a tc o n r a p p
17

2 Kgs 4:21

18

2 Kgs 4:32

*

t

<*TT

**"

ncsQ -br n a siD 'm
n a o " b r- a s m
i

19

“«

t

;

t

it

and he lay down with his fathers
and he lay down with Ms fathers

T

T

and laid him down on Ms bed

s

nib

and was buried with Ms fathers
and she laid him on the bed
lying dead on his bed
and he lay down with Ms fathers

2 Kgs 8:24
v m K 'm
T

“I

*

"upp
< ~ f7

' ~

and was burled with Ms fathers
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Tab e 14— Continued.
2 Kgs 10:35
20
21

TTDK’
T -t 017...
* ZD©91 and he lay down with his fathers
in k rop9] and they buried him
and he lay down with his fathers

2 Kgs 13:9

in n n p 9} and they buried him

23

2 Kgs 14:16

23©
91 and he lay down with his fathers
<*“ :■*'

!

-J

rl

T Tt O I C D P*. . .

. J*

2 Kgs 13:13
!

22

and Joash was burled
and he lay down with his fathers

t

-i2 p 9]
24

2 Kgs 14:22

25

2 Kgs 14:29

i t d x ' d u ... : d

26

2 Kgs 15:7

T h iK 'o r ...

27

2 Kgs 15:22

28

2 Kgs 15:38

and was buried
the king lay down with his fathers

iT o x “o y
©9i

and he lay down with his fathers
and he lay down with his fathers

rn3K"DJ7
\7
t ■ inv k n*a:pI 9!
*- and they buried him with his fathers
T r7 a tr
-s o s?*... rD u n and he lay down with his fathers
and he lay down with his fathers
r n a ir D r "iap9i

and was buried with his fathers

29

2 Kgs 16:20

v hta tr o :?•... 3<s ©: 9i
•- and he lay down with his fathers
•rm irD S? n a p si and was buried with his fathers

30

2 Kgs 20:21

31

2 Kgs 21:18

•ptfn tr n r•... 2«2m
•=•- and he lay down with his fathers
and he lay down with his fathers
Tm
t K " D *P ...3<3- ^s s1
•-a r i

32

2 Kgs 24:6

33

Isa 14:8

34

Isa 14:18

•rrr o x T m*... a <-?•*s© 5’! and he lay down with his fathers
F
KO
7ODtf
T T
” since you lay down
:

-

:

T

t

Irra?
35

Isa 26:19

36

Isa 43:17

37

Isa 50:11

38

Isa 51:20

39

Ezek 31:18

40

Ezek 32:19

41

Ezek 32:21

and was buried

7 '« all o f them lay down
wk each in his own house

"ID
? "-33©
7S
T
s

you who lie in the dust

3Qip9_J23
I t - 13S©9
: ; ■ they will lie down and will not rise
p zD tfn mwnb in pain you will lie down
r r a r r S st

mi2: 12D: ®
t

n p tfon

you shall lie among the uncircumcised

^ ir n

n^iirrm
rascm
*
: rr
v

t

they lay at the head o f every street

s

* *—
: 7 ia a:©
□ n ia r n K 'op©9 kbn

and be laid with the uncircumcised
the uncircumcised lay down

t

42

Ezek 32:27

43

Ezek 32:28

s ir r ^ ir n K

nstfrn

and they do not lie with the mighty
and you shall lie with those slain by the
sword
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Table 14— Continued.
44 Ezek 32:29

w stf* s ^ i r n x
t

45

Ezek 32:30

46

Ezek 32:32

;

‘

•

* •-;

u ' b i v ^ in a a s© m

with the uncircumcised they lie
and they lie uncircumcised
and he will be laid among the
uncircumcised

Moreover, table 14 clearly demonstrates the fact that the employment of the
term 2D© in fixed phrases or its variations is closely tied together with such
descriptive elements as location, place, material, and other specifications, as for
instance, “to lie down with one’s fathers,” “to lie dead on one’s bed,” “to lie in one’s
own tomb,” “to lie in the dust,” “to lie at the head of the street,” “to lie among the
uncircumcised,” or “to lie with those slain by the sword.” In all these cases by means
of the verb 2Dffl the Prophets fill out a twofold function, namely, (!) characterize the
dead ones and (2) point to their place or location, which usually alludes to the grave.
This might include the surface o f the earth, as in the case o f the king who remains
unburied (Isa 14:18,19).
Finally, it should be noted that this metaphor o f death, employed in both the
Torah and Prophets, follows a clearly balanced pattern by simultaneously pointing to a
person’s condition in death and defining the nature of Sheol. Consequently, the
Hebrew Scriptures use the verbal image o f the term 2D© to describe the dead ones
and to express the total loss o f life and nonexistence. These insights are particularly
important to remember when dealing with Ezek 32, where the verb 2DSJ is used eight
times and surrounded by numerous parallel and synonymous terms o f death
vocabulary (see table 12). Both verbs ^OX and 2D© impart additional information
not only that death and Sheol are merciless levelers o f all people, but they also
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invalidate the stereotypes concerning one’s afterlife in the netherworld and confirm
the term Sheol as the synonym of the grave.

1 Sam 28
Without going into exegetical details, the purpose o f this section is to focus on
two major questions in this tragic story o f Saul and the witch o f Endor (1 Sam 28:319), namely, Did the medium actually establish a communication with a genuine
spirit-being? and Was it really the dead prophet Samuel? The conclusions made are
crucially important, as they will strengthen or distort the manifold theological and
anthropological truths o f the Hebrew Scriptures.1 For instance, this well-known
passage is too often used as an illustration and proof text o f an after-death existence in
Sheol, as can be demonstrated by the following statements:
The story o f the “witch” o f Endor is an excellent example o f the concept of Sheol
in Israel’s Monarchic Period. Samuel appears after death as a shadowy figure,
appearing much as he had in old age (1 Sam 28:14). Thus Sheol is a place where
the conditions of life are unchanged. From 1 Sam 28:15 it seems that those in
Sheol are in some state o f rest and can be disturbed from that calm.2

'The fact that there are at least seven views concerning the event shows how
divided is the scholarly world. They see in the passage (1) a real event o f raising
Samuel by means o f necromancy; (2) the witch presenting a deception; (3) God
causing either Samuel or a demon to appear; (4) a demon acting apart from God to
deceive; (5) a vision coming as the result o f hallucinatory drugs; (6) a vision induced
psychologically, and (7) Satan himself impersonating the prophet Samuel. For a
detailed discussion see Lewis, Cults o f the Dead in Ancient Israel and Ugarit, 104117; Klaus A. D. Smelik, “The Witch of Endor: 1 Samuel 28 in Rabbinic and
Christian Exegesis till 800 AD,” Vigiliae Christianae (VigChr) 33, no. 2 (1979): 160179; Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 266-268; Thomas O. Figart, “Saul, the Spiritist, and
Samuel,” Grace Theological Journal (GTJ) 11 (1970): 13-29.
2Jim West, “Sheol,” Eerdmans Dictionary o f the Bible, ed. David Noel
Freedman, Allen C. Myers, and Astrid B. Beck (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000),
1206-1207; Ludwig WSchter, “S i NO ” Theologisches Worterbuch zum Alten
Testament, ed. Heinz-Josef Fabry and H. Ringgren (Stuttgart: W. KoMhammer,
1993), 7:902-910.
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Commenting on this classical example of necromancy, B. Lang joins West in
asserting the immortality of soul by providing a further elaborate interpretation: “The
story gives us a glimpse of an afterlife in which the dead, though apparently deprived
of material substance, retain such personality characteristics as form, memory,
consciousness, and even knowledge of what happens on the other side.”1 B. Philbeck
writes likewise: “Samuel is portrayed as a spirit, roused out o f his slumber in Sheol
where existence was seen as a state o f weakness and forgetfulness (Psalm 88:4,12).”
However, W. Humphreys puts somewhat different emphases on the event:
“Assumptions are made here about the state of the dead that are clearly not found
O'

elsewhere in ancient Israelite or early Jewish material.”
Those who defend the doctrine o f the soul/spirit existence in Sheol point to
such technical key words and phrases as
me by a spirit,” vs. 8),4 ^

^ Kl^pOj? (“divine, I pray you, to

(“cause to come up to me”), and f 1KH“]P U 'b ti5

'Lang, “Life after Death in the Prophetic Promise,” 144-155.
2Ben F. Philbeck, “1 Samuel-Nehemiah,” BBC, 3:81.
3Walter Lee Humphreys, “The Rise and Fall o f King Saul: A Study o f an
Ancient Narrative Stratum in 1 Samuel,” JSO T 18 (1980): 74-90; Helmer Ringgren,
Israelite Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), 239-247; Georg Fohrer, History o f
Israelite Religion (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), 214-222; Wolff, Anthropology o f the
Old Testament, 99-118.
4See Harry A. Hoffner, “3 iK ” TDOT, 1:130-134.

5The verb 7\bs (“go up,” “ascend”) occurs six times in the passage: Hi. impvs.
in vss. 8 and 11; Hi. impf. in vs. 11; Qal act. ptc. in vss. 13 and 14, and Hi. inf. cstr. in
vs. 15. The term Tlbv functions as a direct antonym to the verb “TT (“go down”) to
express movement in opposite directions: Gen 24:16; 28:12; Exod 19:24; Num 20:27,
28; Deut 28:43; Judg 14:1-2,19; 16:31; 2 Kgs 1:4,6,16; Jer 48:18, etc. See also
BDB, 750; Eugene H. Merrill, u7 \b S ” NIDOTTE, 3:402-404; Hans F. Fuhs,
“ThV fT D O T , 11:76-95.
T

T
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(“coming up out o f the earth,” vs. 13). They say that the verb “to bring up” is in

harmony with the concept of Sheol as a place for the dead beneath the earth’s surface,
to which people “go down” at death.1
Concerning this unusual event one can make some general and undeniable
observations:2 First, the medium really sees somebody like Samuel coming out o f the
earth (vss. 12,13). Second, Samuel appears resembling a genuine person (vs. 14,
compare with 15:27). Third, even the medium is terrified at Samuel’s apparition, so
that she ^113 b ip ll pETFH (“cried out with a loud voice,” vs. 12). Fourth, the
message addressed to Saul was previously pronounced by the living Samuel (1 Sam
15). Fifth, neither Samuel’s message nor his task seemed to be altered in this
encounter with Saul (vss. 16-19).
The very first impression is that the witch had some special skills or abilities to
establish a communication between the living and the dead. However, in the light of
the whole Hebrew Scripture this suggestion is highly questionable.3 It would not be
an exaggeration to assert that there is only one way to understand what is taking place
at Endor and who stands behind Samuel’s apparition, namely, by discerning in the
passage key exegetical elements and looking at the event in the context o f the entire

!PMlip S. Johnston, “Left in Hell? Psalm 16, Sheol and the Holy One,” in The
Lord’s Anointed: Interpretation o f Old Testament Messianic Texts, ed. Philip E.
Satterhwaite, Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1995),
213-222; Lewis, Cults o f the Dead, 104-117.
2See an excellent summary on this in Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 267.
delated to this topic, arguments w ill be discussed in chapter 4.
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Great Controversy, or as G. Boyd labels it, a Cosmic Conflict between God and

Satan.1 Unfortunately, many modem interpreters overlook this dimension o f the
Scripture, thus failing to recognize that behind the sin problem, death, and various
forms of magic are the agents of death, hosts o f supernatural adversaries, which are
led by

(“the Satan,” Job 1:6).2 The whole Hebrew Scripture is a book about that

great controversy.3
Furthermore, just as the Fall of humanity started with the serpent (one o f the
created beings God had pronounced “good,” even “very good,” Gen. 1:25, 31), when
Satan used it as a medium in his attempt to deceive Eve, or as Mathews puts it, “the
serpent’s trickery was ultimately the voice o f Satan,”4 so Satan impersonated Samuel

'See two of his latest books (each o f them more than 400 pages), which
extensively deal with various aspects o f the great controversy between God and Satan:
Gregory A. Boyd, God at War: The Bible & Spiritual Conflict (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity, 1997); and also, idem, Satan and the Problem o f Evil: Constructing a
Trinitarian Warfare Theodicy (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001).
2The Scripture calls him 6t.opoA.os (“the devil,” “accuser,” “slanderer,”
“tempter,” Matt 4:1), providing a detailed history o f his fall, characteristics, intentions,
and his final destruction. Besides, the Scripture also informs concerning demons
(Matt 17:18), which are called unclean or evil spirits (Mark 1:23) and evil angels (Rev
12:7, 8), etc. In the Hebrew Scriptures Satan is pictured as having access to heavenly
beings (Zecfa 3:1), whereas in the NT he has lost that privilege (Luke 10:18,19; Rev
12:9). See also the following works, which discuss the topic from various angles:
Frederick A. Tatford, Satan: The Prince o f Darkness (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1974);
Edward M. Bounds, Satan: His Personality, Power and Overthrow (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1963); Alan M. Olson, Disguises o f the Demonic: Contemporary Perspectives
on the Power o f Evil (New York: Associated Press, 1975), 9-30, 57-68; Dwight
Pentecost, Your Adversary the Devil (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970); Peggy L. Day,
“Satan in the Hebrew Bible” (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1986).

3This is one of the most important themes in the Bible and contains the
material for several dissertations at least.
4See an expanded discussion on the great adversary o f Yahweh and man in
Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26,232-249.
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to deceive Saul. Just as Pharaoh’s magicians were enabled to counterfeit the miracles
of Yahweh by satanic aid (Exod 7:14-12:36), so the medium o f Endor was able to call
up an apparition of Samuel by drawing on exactly the same demonic powers of
necromancy (see also Deut 18:10-11).
In this connection it is important to make several essential observations.
First, 1 Sam 28:3 (see 25:1) contains a description concerning Samuel’s death, Israel’s

lament, and his burial, H D ia W / O
P 8! bk•• lW
~b%
’% : » : * t : *
\r

:

t

t t

DQ

:

;

j -

(“Now Samuel was dead, and all Israel had lamented him and buried him in Ramah”),
which by itself is a very straightforward comment that excludes any allusion to Sheol
or to Samuel’s postmortem existence in it. It should be noted that the term Sheol does
not occur even once in the passage.
Second, o f extreme importance is both the descriptive and clarifying assertion
in vs. 6 that

i '

W D8TiK3 D3 D iD ^ m D3 H im 3H3I7
v-

y

T

-

g-

AT

-

\T

T

-

/

:

(“Yahweh

did not answer him, either by dreams or by Urim or by the prophets”). By mentioning

this three-way avenue o f communication with Yahweh, the author highlights and puts
the strongest emphasis on the fact that Yahweh had left Saul on his own. The king
was cut off and there was only silence.
Third, at this point it is also particularly significant to note that in the current
passage there are three occurrences o f the term Tib^b (“night”). The temporal
emphases on “night” in vs. 8,

1 O T (“and they came to the

woman by night”), its echo in vs. 20, n ^ r r f e i o p r r b s
G T-

T

J JT

r

t

\ ~

7

nnb
v

V

-

7

tib ^
<

J*

(“for he had not eaten bread all the day and all the night”), and its repetition in vs. 25,
jw nn n b 'b s , i?b»} (“and went away that night”), create a powerful image o f a
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night-danger setting, thus penneating the entire narrative o f Saul’s visit to the medium
with an atmosphere o f foreboding and sinister premonition, where fear, darkness,
deceit, trepidation, demonic activities, anguish, despair, and finally death are
inseparably joined together. Thus, the menacing atmosphere is extremely heightened
by the threefold reminder that it is night, which is associated with the tragic events that
cannot be separated from it. The darkness of night is not only an appropriate time for
necromantic rituals, but also serves as a suitable environment for communicating with
those who live in darkness.1
Fourth, having no contact with Yahweh, under the cover of darkness when all
the omens are unpropitious, Saul finds the necromancer and calls on the supposed
spirits of departed souls for help. He turns to the origin of information which is
condemned by Yahweh and leads to destruction. There are only two potential
sources with diametrically opposite results, namely, just as the prophet o f Yahweh
functions under the control of the Holy Spirit, so the medium is energized by demonic
powers to counterfeit His work.
Fifth, the information was supematurally imparted, but not from Yahweh. Not
only was the medium shocked by Samuel’s appearance, but she was also given
specific competence immediately to realize that the visitor was Saul himself. It seems
that this dramatic night adventure implies the idea that the medium really did not
expect to raise up Samuel but only a devilish imitation.

'Lewis, Cults o f the Dead, 114,142-143,160; Heinz-Josef Fabry,
J^ip/n lp,Ip,„ TDQT' 7 .533 . 542 . Compare with Job 10:21; 17:13; Pss 88:13; 143:3.
2Lev 19:31; 20:6,27; Deut 18:11; 2 Kgs 21:6; 23:24; 2 Chr 33:6; Isa 8:19;
19:3.
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Sixth, she started to describe the apparition by words which speak for
themselves, f l j s r r p D]bv ^ m n D '/ib n (“I see gods1 coming up out of the
earth”)2 and then continued by providing sketchy details concerning his appearance,
s n sl b ^ m n m

mm

(“an old man is coming up, and he is

wrapped with a robe”). The same word b'V l} (“robe,” “outer garment”) is used in 1
Sam 15:27. Thus Saul perceived that it was Samuel.
It should also be noted that Samuel is not depicted here as a weak or
diminished shade, which was cut off from the living and now is coming up out of
Sheol.3 To the contrary, he is presented as a fear- and terror-inspiring force with the
capacity to assume the form of Samuel or imitate an angel o f light with whom one can
establish communication.
Seventh, though Saul was prevented from viewing the spirit, he was able to
speak with it directly. The king was deceived by the real counterfeit of appearance
which demons have power to do, not which they pretend to do. It was not Samuel
who came forth at the medium’s incantation. Yahweh’s prophet was not present in
that phantom o f evil spirits.4
Eighth, by despising Samuel’s earlier counsel and reproofs while the prophet
'Rendered as “a divine being” (NASB, NRSV); “a spirit” (NIV, NKJV); “a
ghost” (NJB), and “gods” (KJV).
2Only here in the Hebrew Scriptures is the dead called by the term
Compare with Gen 35:2; Exod 12:12; 20:3; 32:4, etc., where the term is used to
designate false gods. The KJV translates the word as “judges” in Exod 21:6; 22:8,9.
Humphreys, “Rise and Fall o f King Saul,” 81.
4In 2 Thess 2:9 and 10 Paul speaks about ‘The activity of Satan, with all power
and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception.” According to the NT, that
supernatural manifestation was produced exclusively by the power o f Satan.
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was alive, and now consulting the dead, Saul had signed a death penalty for himself
and his sons, “tomorrow you and your sons will be with me” (vs. 19; Lev 20:6,27).
The satanic element in this story lies in the false idea that one can gain otherwise
unavailable information from the dead through a spirit medium.1
Ninth, 1 Chr 10:13,14 not only describes the reason of Saul’s death, but also
links together his sin o f disobedience to Yahweh (1 Sam 13:13) with seeking the
counsel o f a spirit medium, which finally leads to his death:
Saul died for his trespass which he committed [trespassed] against Yahweh,
because he did not keep the word o f Yahweh; and also because he asked counsel
o f a medium, making inquiry o f it, and did not inquire o f Yahweh. And He put
him to death and turned the kingdom to David the son o f Jesse.
These verses clearly specify the depths o f Saul’s spiritual degradation. By
turning to a medium, who represented the evil one, the divine presence was totally
shut out and Yahweh was absent during Samuel’s apparition. Had Saul truly
repented, seeking Yahweh in meekness and contrition, He would have heard him.
Moreover, almost in all cases when Yahweh is about to execute His judgments on an
individual or nation, He sends a message o f hope, but not in this case.
In summary, from this brief overview it is evident that it was not the spirit of
Samuel that communicated with Saul. Even in a visionary form, it was not an actual
’Patrick Delany, “Concerning Saul’s Consulting the Witch o f Endor,”
Methodist Review (MR) 2 (1819): 57-62; Milton S. Terry, “Saul’s Interview with the
Witch of Endor,” MR 51 (1869): 524-544; Susan M. Pigott, “ 1 Samuel 28: Saul and
the Not So Wicked Witch o f Endor,” Review and Expositor (RevExp) 95 (1998): 435444. See also Walter C. Kaiser, More Hard Sayings o f the Old Testament (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity, 1992), 163-166.
2Matt 4:1-11; 2 Cor 11:13,14; 2 Thess 2 :9 ,10; Rev 13:13,14. The Scriptures
reveal that Satan and his angels have the ability to impart information and also change
their appearance.
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appearance of Samuel, but a demonic impersonation of the dead prophet
On the one hand, the passage demonstrates that mediums have no real power
over the dead, especially the righteous, but can only produce counterfeits; on the other,
it warns about the deadly dangers o f turning for help to Yahweh’s enemy. P. Miscall
in his concise statement is right, “To speak with the dead is to join the dead.” 1 His
words echo the “prophecy” o f the impersonated Samuel in vs. 19, which was fulfilled
literally, when the bodies of Saul and his sons were recovered by the inhabitants of
Jabesh-gilead,

K n "n n n

Q h m S S 'm

'^rtpa1 (“then they took

their bones and buried them under the tamarisk tree at Jabesh”). Thus, despite the
nature o f the two contrasting death descriptions, o f the righteous and the wicked—
both the prophet Samuel, who had died earlier and was buried at his house (1 Sam
25:1; 28:3), and King Saul with his sons, who were killed and buried in the grave—
there is nothing that would allude to the existence o f bodiless souls or immaterial
spirits or any other imaginable form o f consciousness in Sheol.

Ezek 37:1-14
While systematically exploring each occurrence of the term Sheol in order to
determine its nature, function, and purpose in the Torah and Prophets, one of the
observations made points out that there is a total absence of any form of life or
existence in Sheol, and no connection exists between those in the land of the living
and the dead in the grave. But does this absolute separation o f the dead from the
!Peter D. Miscall, 1 Samuel: A Literary Reading (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1986), 172. For necromancy in 1 Sam 14:31-35; Isa 28:7-22; 45:19;
65:4 and necromantic terminology see Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 150-166.
2See the entire description o f Saul's death in 1 Sam 31:1-13. See also 11:1-11.
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living mean that with death all is over and there is no hope beyond the grave? To
answer this question it is necessary to turn to Ezek 37:1-14, which presents one of the
most powerful visions about the resuscitation of the dry bones in the Prophets. At the
same time it should be noted that such texts as 1 Sam 2:6; 1 Kgs 17:17-24; 2 Kgs
4:18-37; 13:21; Isa 26:14,19; 53:10-12; 66:24; and Hos 6:2 also relate to Yahweh’s
power to bring the dead ones out o f the dust o f the grave back to life . 1 Unfortunately,
because o f time and space limitations this investigation is forced to focus only on Ezek
37 and only on those few details which relate to the current subject.
It is remarkable that amidst the various and numerous expressions related to
death, dying, and the grave used in the book o f Ezekiel, the prophet introduces his
well-known vision o f life after death. It becomes even more important if one
remembers that the vision follows Ezek 31 and 32, the passages which are extremely
<7

saturated with death vocabulary. Against this background Ezek 37:1-14 clearly
demonstrates the fact that the final word on life after death is “resurrection,” and not a
'There is one more text in the Torah, namely, Dent 32:39. For the relevance
and meaning of these texts see Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 218-227.
2There will be no discussion in this segment concerning various aspects of
interpretation o f the passage, such as Israel’s political or national restoration, etc. See
David E. Demson, “Divine Power Politics Reflections on Ezekiel 37,” in Intergerini
Parietis Septvm (Eph 2:14): Essays Presented to Markus Barth on His Sixty-Fifth
Birthday, ed. Dikran Y. Hadidian (Pittsburgh, PA: Pickwick Press, 1981), 97-110;
Michael V. Fox, “The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision o f the Valley o f the Dry Bones,”
“The Place Is Too Small for Us: ” The Israelite Prophets in Recent Scholarship, ed.
Robert P. Gordon (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 176-190; Frank C. Fensham,
“The Curse of the Dry Bones in Ezekiel 37:1-14 Changed to a Blessing of
Resurrection,” Journal o f Northwest Semitic Languages (JNSL) 13 (1987): 59-60;
Hasel, “Resurrection in the Theology o f Old Testament Apocalyptic,” 267-284.
3In spite o f the fact that between Ezek 32 and 37:1-14 there are many
differences (genre, style, nations, aim, etc.), both passages are unified by a death
context and their specific terminology. See Block, “Beyond the Grave,” 132.
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miserable existence in Sheol. It is true that the technical formulas for resurrection
OTffiH n D lp n (“the resurrection of the dead”) 1 or DTffiH DTtn (“the resurrection
of the dead”) do not occur in the Hebrew Scripture. However, as will be seen below,
the idea is expressed by means o f various word-images and the verbs of resurrection,
which in the current passage are strongly eschatological.
First o f all, the importance of the vision concerning death, the grave, and the
dead should never be underestimated, especially in light of the fact that Ezekiel
receives the message as a direct revelation straight from Yahweh (vs. I).3 Second, the
vocabulary employed belongs to the spheres o f death and resurrection. The prophet is
taken in vision to a valley which is nlDSSJ

(“full o f bones,” vs. 1). By

focusing his attention on n ^ x n r t a y n (“these bones,” in vss. 3-5 the phrase
occurs three times), which signify the people who had died a long time ago, the
prophet describes them as being scattered TOpSrt

(“on the surface o f the

valley”) and also makes an observation that they are “!XQ n i 3 “l (“very many”) and

1X13 nilDir (“very dry,” vs. 2). The key term Q2S27 (“bone”) occurs ten times in the
passage and its antecedent “they,” “them,” “you” is employed almost twenty times.
The first clue to the identity o f the dry bones is found in vs. 9 where they are
associated with D ^ T inn (“the slain”), probably killed in some battle. Furthermore,
’Matt 22:31; 1 Cor 15:21,42; Heb 6:2; see also (D™ *? T O p n ) Matt 22:23;
Mark 12:18; 1 Cor 15:12,13,29.
2Luke 20:27; Acts 4:2; 17:18; 23:8; 24:21; 1 Tim 2:18. See also Sawyer,
“Hebrew Words for the Resurrection,” 220, who points out that OAFISH OTIP1 is
attested 4 times in Mishna and 41 times in the Talmud.
For various scholarly views (Zimmerli, Wevers, Hals, Cooke, etc.) concerning
the chapter, see Cooper, Ezekiel, 17:319-320.
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as the vision progresses, the imagery of the unburied bones lying on the surface o f the
valley is changed to the imagery of the dead in their graves, who are identified as ’'DJ7
(“my people,” vss. 12-14). The expressions DD^nTOpTlX (“your graves,” twice)
(“from your graves”), occurring also twice in vss. 12 and 13,

and

particularly emphasize the condition o f the dead after their death, namely, that the
dead have nothing to do with any imaginable kind o f existence in Sheol and at the
same time are absolutely cut off from any connection with the land of the living. The
prophet presents the picture of Sheol as a place where the dead are dead and only
death reigns.
By addressing Ezekiel with the words D“1K”]3 (“son o f man”),1 Yahweh not
only introduces one o f the most important questions concerning the resurrection o f the
dead n^Krs

n im m

rtrTtnn (“will [can] these bones live?”), but also by means '

of a rational manifestation o f His omnipotence, Yahweh Himself provides an
indisputable answer to it. He takes two ultimate polarities, death and life, and by
reversing the consequences of death He virtually demonstrates the potentiality of His
creative power by resurrecting the dead, which means that death has no final say.
Though the vision is set in the context o f national restoration of Israel, it is
particularly important to note the presence and specific function o f a number of
technical terms for the resurrection o f the dead or dry bones. For instance, in the
current context o f death, the verb HT1 (“to live”) is used six times and basically means

'See Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2, 260; Block, The Book o f Ezekiel 25-48, 374.
2F o x ,

“The Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” 187.
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to return to life or revive.1 In vs. 10 the wording T fPI (“and they came to life”)
refers to the restoration o f life when the slain were resurrected. According to Sawyer,
the term HT! and its causative stems are often used “in the sense of rising from the
«

dead or raising someone of the dead.”

0

The idea of the resurrection o f the dead is strengthened and even more
established by the usage of the verbs

(“to go up,” vss. 6 , 1 2 , 13)3 and 1DP (“to

stand,” vs. 10),4 both of which belong to the same category o f the resurrection
terminology.5 At first in vs. 12 Yahweh says, DD, n il2 p ”nK n n b ’’2X (“I am
opening your graves”); then He asserts, D y r r m p Q

ddhk

T p b p r n (“and i win

cause you to come up out of your graves”). In this setting of death and grave
imagery, these verbs o f resurrection play an extremely significant part not only
because o f their eschatological connotations and associations, but also because o f their
power to neutralize that attractive notion o f spirit/soul existence in Sheol.
Furthermore, without the main agency of Yahweh, which in the passage is
employed ten times and is called PIT! (“breath,” “spirit”), no resurrection would ever
take place. In vs. 4 Ezekiel is instructed, n^K n n io x p r r b p t o s n (“prophesy to
these bones”) and proclaim to them the following message: “I will cause HIT to enter
!See Ezek 37: 3 , 5 ,6 , 9 ,1 0 , 1 4 ; also 2 Kgs 13:21; Isa 26: 14,19; 39:1. Terry
L. Brensinger, “r m ,” NIDOTTE, 2:108-113; “H T!” BDB, 311.
2Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the Resurrection,” 218-221.
750 Fuhs « n % ,” TDOT, 11:76-95.
7

T

7

7

7

7

4See 2 Kgs 13:21; Hos 6:2; Job 14:12; “1011,” BDB, 765; Helmer Ringgren,
“ID P ,” TDOT, 11:178-187.
-

T

5Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the Resurrection,” 222-225.
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you that you may live. I will overlay you with sinews, cover you with flesh, and form
skin over you. I will infuse you with HT1 and you shall live. Then you will know that
I am the Lord “ (Ezek 37: 5-6).
One can describe the vision as a “two-stage” resurrection. First, after Ezekiel
had acted according to the Word of Yahweh, there was a noise, a rattling sound. All
the bones, sinews, flesh, and skin ^Oppni (“came together”) and the restoration o f the
dead was finished (vss. 7-8). In spite of the fact that every element was in its place,
the dead remained dead, because OHS

nVTl (“there was no breath in them,”

vs. 8). Then the second stage follows, but unlike the previous usage o f the term ITH,
it has the definite article ITnn (“the breath,” vs. 9). Block explains that the PH*) “that
the prophet has summoned is the breath o f life, the life-force that animates all living
creatures.” The dead were resurrected only because o f the flTH of Yahweh as is seen
from vs. 10,

VTOS?9! r n 9] (“and they lived and stood up on their

feet”).2 In vs. 14 this m

is identified as the n i l of Yahweh Himself. According to

A. Johnson, fp ll does not operate independently but functions as an “extension of
Yahweh’s personality.”^
I

See an excellent article by Daniel I. Block, “The Prophet o f the Spirit: The
Use of RWH in the Book of Ezekiel,” JETS 32, no. 1 (March 1989): 27-49; idem, The
Book o f Ezekiel 25-48,374-392.
^ e resurrection of the dry bones is described as a one-time event, namely, the
graves open and return the dead to the land o f the living. Resurrection and regathering
go together. The resurrection o f the body is clearly in view also in Isa 26:19.
Aubrey R. Johnson, The One and the Many in the Israelite Conception o f God
(Cardiff: University o f Wales, 1961), 36.
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Finally, the death and resurrection terminology of Ezek 37:1-14 demonstrates

that any attempt to link Ezek 31 and 32, or any other text referring to the term Sheol,
with the continued existence of soul or spirit after death in the shadowy underworld,
goes beyond that information which is presented in the pertaining text. The dead were
resurrected not because their soul or spirit returned to them, but because Yahweh
breathed upon them His PHT The process o f man’s disintegration in death is made
clear in the Hebrew Scripture and it cannot be substituted by another model.1 In order
to raise the dead from Sheol and experience the resurrection, one must have a reunion
of the physical body (dust) and the ITH o f Yahweh. And that is exactly what Ezekiel
saw in his vision.2
Moreover, the “two-stage” description o f the resurrection process in Ezek
37:1-14 alludes to the paradigm o f the creation o f man in Gen 2:7. Both passages
refer to the same theological and anthropological function, namely, at first Yahweh

formed

0 IK ITTlX (“man of dust from the ground”), but he was

not a living being yet. Only when Yahweh Himself O^TI DO03 TSKS HSS1
(“breathed into his nostrils the breath o f life”) did man become a living soul.

It is obvious that the paradigm of resurrection as a new creation mirrors the
paradigm of the original creation. Both of them help us to better understand not only
the origins of life and death, but also provides us with significant insights concerning
the nature, purpose, and function o f Sheol not only in Ezek 31 and 32, but also in any
other passage where the term Sheol might occur.

'Gen 3:19; Qoh 12:7; Job 34:14-15; Ps 104:29.
2See Cooper, Ezekiel, 320.
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In conclusion, Isa 26:19® emphasizes the same message of resurrection as
Ezekiel and the other prophets do, but only in a much more expressive way: Your
dead TFT (“shall live”); their corpses

(“awake”) ; . . . and the earth

(“shall rise”); dwellers in the dust lU’p n

(“will cast out”) the dead.” The resurrection of

the dead is that great, final, and sudden eschatological event which will follow after
one’s death in Sheol and towards which the whole universe is moving.2

®See an insightful and detailed exegesis by Hasel, “Resurrection in the
Theology o f Old Testament Apocalyptic,” 267-284. O f a different nature is the work
o f Brook W. R. Pearson, “Resurrection and the Judgment o f the Titans: rj Yh tqv
doefkuv in LXX Isaiah 26:19,” in Resurrection, ed. Stanley E. Porter, Michael A.
Hayes, and David Tombs (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 33-51.

2More will be discussed on the resurrection and judgment issues in chapter 4
under Excursus 3. See also Howard Clark Kee, “Resurrection o f the Dead,” The
Dictionary o f Bible and Religion, ed. William H. Gentz (Nashville, TN: Abingdon,
1986), 887-888; W. Stewart McCullough, “Israel’s Eschatology from Amos to
Daniel,” in Studies on the Ancient Palestinian World, ed. J. W. Wevers and D. B.
Redford (Toronto: University o f Toronto Press, 1972), 66-101; John H. Otwell,
“Immortality in the Old Testament: A Review o f the Evidence,” Encounter 22 (1961):
22-27.
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CHAPTER 4

IN THE WRITINGS
The Writings1or D’llV © forms the third major division of the Hebrew
Scriptures. In terms o f the form and content they represent the most diverse and
miscellaneous collection of books. The Writings consists o f thirteen various volumes:
Psalms, Wisdom books (Job, Proverbs, Qohelet), the so-called Five Scrolls or
(Esther, Ruth, Lamentations, Qohelet, Canticles), and Daniel, EzraNehemiah, and 1-2 Chronicles. Altogether the term Sheol occurs thirty-five times in
the Writings; however, its occurrences are limited to only five books: Psalms, Job,
Proverbs, Canticles, and Qohelet.

Psalms
Introduction
a

The first segment o f this chapter will focus on the Psalms, where the term

Sheol occurs sixteen times, more than in any other book o f the Hebrew Scriptures.

*In some books this division is called by the Greek name Hagiographa,
meaning “sacred books.”

2The Psalms are divided into five books, each one o f which ends with an
appropriate concluding doxology: Pss 1-41,42-72, 73-89, 90-106, and 106-150.

3Pss 6:6; 9:18; 16:10; 18:6; 30:4; 31:18; 49:15 (twice), 16; 55:16; 86:13; 88:4;
89:49; 116:3; 139:8, and 141:7.
306
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Before starting a systematic examination o f each occurrence o f Sheol in its context,
it is important to note that the Psalms are poetry where the basic element is parallelism
or thought rhyme, which differs from prose by terseness, vivid word pictures, sound,
and figurative language, as was partially seen from the Sheol texts in the Prophets.1

Texts
Ps 6:6
,^ _ n T P

^

b iK fe

^ “p ?

m m

pK

'3

Translation and Textual Remarks
For in death there is no remembrance2 o f You;
in Sheol who will give You thanks?3

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 6:1-11 is a prayer for help and healing, presenting a mental picture o f
immense physical and emotional sufferings o f the Psalmist, and is the first one o f the
traditionally parallelism falls into three categories: synonymous, antithetical,
synthetic. See Richard Davidson, “Biblical Interpretation,” in Handbook o f Seventhday Adventist Theology (Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2000), 58-104, esp. 74-77.
See also related works o f Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalmen, 2 vols. BKAT 15
(NeukirchenKreis, Moers: Neukirchener Verlag der Buchhandlung des
Erziehungsvereins, 1961), 1:vii-lxxxx; S. M. Mayo, The Relevance o f the Old
Testamentfor the Christian Faith: Biblical Theology and Interpretative Methodology
(Washington, DC: University Press o f America, 1982), 19-62; Elmer A. Martens, Plot
and Purpose in the Old Testament (Leicester: InterVarsity, 1981), 159-165; Paul R.
House, Old Testament Survey (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 19-24. For the general
characteristics o f Hebrew poetry, see also Edward J. Young, An Introduction to the
Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 281-321.
2Instead o f the noun
(n. m. s. -2 m. s. sf„), meaning “memory,”
“remembrance,” the LXX has pvrpovokav (parte, pres, act nom. m. s.).
3NTV and NRSV render the Hi. impf. verb HTH as “give praise.” NJB
translates “to sing praises.”
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seven traditional penitential psalms.1 The structure o f Ps 6 is determined by factors of
both vocabulary and content, wMch lead to the following major sections: vss. 1-4
describe the Psalmist’s cry o f distress; vss. 5-8 are a plea for deliverance from his
anguish; and vss. 9-11 express the Psalmist’s confidence in Yahweh that his prayer
will be answered. Furthermore, it is possible to divide vss. 5-8 into two smaller
subunits, where vss. 5-6 contain a lament o f his sufferings and vss. 7-8 caution his
enemies to depart.3 Because o f the specifics o f the current study the focus of the
present exegesis will be only on the first two units (vss. 2-6).
Though the discussion o f the genre character is rather complicated, the Psalm
is classified as an individual lament, or more precisely it is a Psalm o f sickness.4 The
major elements are complaint and confession o f the answered prayer.5

Exegetical Notes
What is the nature o f Sheol in Ps 6:6 and what happens to man when he is
lPss 6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; and 143. See Hans-Joackim Kraus, Psalms 1-59,
CC (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 161. For various views concerning the usage o f the
term Sheol in Psalms see Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 86-95.
2In English the Psalm is divided into 10 verses. For the comparison of the MT
with RSV see Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1 with an Introduction to Cultic
Poetry, FOTL 14 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 61.
3Craigie, Psalms 1-50, WBC, 91-92. See also the chiastic structure of Ps 6
below, which is taken from Willem A. VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EEC, 5:97, and
slightly modified here:
A

A1

Prayer for God’s favor (vss. 1-4)
B
Prayer for God’s love (vss. 5-6)
B1
Prayer for God’s love (vss. 7-8)
Prayer for God’s favor (vss. 9-11)

4James L. Mays, Psalms, BCTP (Louisville: John Knox, 1994), 59.
5Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 62.
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dead? Many scholars insist that the text provides exactly the same information as in
all the previous cases referring to some kind of existence after death. For example,
commenting on vs. 6, A. Anderson points out that the current verse “does not mean
that the dead are unable to remember anything” and that the psalmist “already
experiences something o f the Sheoi-existence.”1P. Craigie draws similar conclusions
concerning Sheol and persons existing “in a form of semi-life, at rest, yet not in joy.”2

A. Kirkpatrick sees in vs. 6 a description o f “a dreamy, shadowy existence which did
not deserve the name o f life”3 and according to L. Jacquet, “Le Sheol e st. . . une
demeure mysterieuse et souterraine, ou se retrouvent, apres la mort, tons les humains
pour y poursuivre.”4 These represent a common conclusion o f scholars, but what does
the text actually say?
The first half o f the Psalm contains a vivid description o f the Psalmist’s deeply
personal anguish, which functions as a cry o f utter desperation and a plea for
deliverance to Yahweh.

The depth and force o f his agony and suffering are

expressed and strengthened by the sevenfold urgent request for help, which in vs. 6

culminates in the imagery o f death and Sheol. The usage o f specific verbs, which are
not only parallel but repeatedly function as synonyms, is meant to heighten the

1Arnold A. Anderson, The Book o f Psalms, NCBC, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1992), 1:89-90.
2Craigie, Psalms 1-50,93; Kraus, Psalms 1-59,162-163.
Alexander F. Kirkpatrick, The Book o f Psalms (Cambridge: University Press,
1957), 27-28.
4See the commentary of Louis Jacquet, Les Psaumes et le Caeur de I ’homme:
Etude Textuette, Literaire et Doctrinale, 3 vols. (Gembloux: Duculot, 1975), 1:280282, where the author provides a rather interesting and elaborate discussion on the
nature of Sheol.
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emotional intensity of the Psalmist’s call for rescue from death. His pleas are pointed
ones, and thus strike at the heart of Ms motivation. It is no coincidence that only in
vss. 2-5 is the name of m r p employed five times, whereas its referents occur almost
twice as many times.
^ i r o i n ^ s k i t ^ k m rp
O Yahweh, in your anger rebuke me not

vs.

2

■’H o :?
and in your wrath discipline me not
The first two pleas “rebuke me not” and “discipline me not” form a verbal
parallelism, which by means o f negative j ussives “expresses the will of the speaker
without resorting to the absolute demand associated with the imperative.”
By their nature the next two pleas in vs. 3 are positive. They are expressed in
the form o f Qal imperatives: HITT ’’MH (“be gracious to me, O Yahweh”) and
rnrr m m (“heal me, O Yahweh”) and are followed by the ’3 (“for,” “because”)2
clauses, thus progressively unfolding the intensity of the Psalmist’s agony:
m* t
*
for I am weak,

r

t

: s

'S

- i t -

for my bones are dismayed
I

9

Gerald H. Wilson, Psalms: From Biblical Text. . . to Contemporary Life,
NIYAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 177. “In Hebrew negative commands or
proMbitions are expressed neither with imperatives nor with jussives but with
imperfect verb forms negated by the particle K5?.” Ibid.
2James Muilenburg, “The Linguistic and Rhetorical Usages o f the Particle ’ 3
in the Old Testament,” HUCA 32 (1961): 135-160.
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By introducing new explanatory details in vs. 4, the Psalmist expands the
description of his sufferings even more, namely, *IKD

^ODTI (“and my soul

is greatly dismayed”), which is followed by a heart-rending question-exclamation,

TWritf rnrr m)

(“and You, OYahweh, how long?”).

The last three cries for help and mercy, which factually are imperatives,

rnrr

(“turn, O Yahweh”), 'TO3

(“rescue my soul”), and

In

(“save me”), point to the Psalmist’s indescribable distress and pain, which together
with the previous four pleas serve as the basis for calling on Yahweh to rescue him
from imminent destruction and the grave. That is why these verses are saturated by
increasingly heightened tension between ,,3K (“I”) and m rp (“Yahweh”), between life
and death, between being alive and Sheol.1
Furthermore, the graphic language o f physical, mental, and emotional
sufferings not only reflects the essence o f the sevenfold plea, showing that the life and
death issue depends only on Yahweh’s I p n (“loving-kindness”), but also clearly
demonstrates that the Psalmist understood the state of the dead, as is seen from vs. 6,
which in turn explains the rationale o f his cries for rescue from death.
It should be noted that vs. 6 is highly significant not only because it helps the
reader to understand the key reason behind the Psalmist’s desperate sevenfold cries for
help, but also provides the answer to the questions asked at the beginning o f this
exegesis section.

5See also Konrad Schaefer, Psalms: Studies in Hebrew Narrative & Poetry,
Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001), 19-20.
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The text starts with the introductory particle ’’ID, which governs the two
subsequent prepositional phrases which are in parallel relationship and focus on the
sphere o f death. As is seen below, this principle o f death, to which reference is made
by two limited but insightful descriptive elements, finds its definition and
determination in the nature o f Sheol.
m m
for in death there is no remembrance o f You;
^ - r n r 'p b t e m
in Sheol who will give You thanks?
The first clause contains a strong negative assertive statement that in death
“there is no remembrance.” It implies that neither mental, spiritual, nor physical
activity is possible in death. It should also be noted that the usage o f the masculine
noun IDT (“remembrance”) corresponds to the Hiphil form of the verb “DT
(“remember,” “think”).1 In fact, this dynamic term o f remembering is so closely
“associated with action that at times it functions as a synonym for action o f various
kinds.”2 According to B. Childs, the parallelism o f ^ “D? (“remembrance of You,” n.
m. s.-2 m. s. sf.) with

(“give You thanks,” Hi. impf. 3 m. s.) indicates that

the Psalmist has in mind not only “remembering” but basically an active praise.3 The

1Leslie C. Allen, “IDT,” NIDOTTE, 1:1100-1106.
2Ibid., 1103.
3Brevard S. Childs, Memory and Tradition in Israel (Naperville, IL: A. R.
Allenson, 1962), 71; Willy Schottroff, “Gedenken ’’ im Alien Orient und irn Alien
Testament: Die Wurzel "zakar" im Semitischen Sprachkreis (Neukirchen-Vluyn:
Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsvereins, 1964), 294-295.
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nature, function, and application o f the expression ITO3, (“in death”) indicate that the
term serves as a universal image of death, referring to and dealing with the sphere of
death.
Unlike the first clause, the second line contains a rhetorical question, “In Sheol
who will give You thanks?” which corresponds to the first line and implies a forceful
and clear-cut reply: “No one!” If in the first clause the term DID is employed as a
general term for death, then in the second line the term Sheol functions as “the
concrete and specific image of death,”1thus bringing into focal point the nature and
function o f Sheol even more.
In the current text Sheol clearly refers to the place of the dead or simply the
grave, where all the righteous, like the Psalmist himself, the wicked, and the Gentiles
(Ezek 31,32) go as well. In Sheol there is no hope, no punishment, no survival, no
blessing, no existence, for there is nothing. With death every existence is terminated,
every biography is closed, and every possibility to straighten out its mistakes and
blunders is cut off. Because of the finality o f death, no second chance is given to the
dead in Sheol. That is the main reason why the Hebrew Scripture is totally silent,
providing no information o f what “lies beyond” the grave, except disintegration o f the
corpse (Gen 3:19) and those passages which point to the bodily resurrection.2
In a way, “no remembrance” functions as a synonym for “the dead,” whereas

'Robert G. Bratcher and William D. Reybum, A Translator’s Handbook on the
Book o f Psalms (New York: United Bible Societies, 1991), 61.
2See Dahood, Psalms 1-50, xxxvi, and idem, Psalms 101-150: Introduction,
Translation, and Notes, AB, vol. 17A (Garden City, N Y : Doubleday, 1966), xli.
According to him, there are about 40 texts referring to the resurrection and future life:
Pss 11:7; 16:10,11; 17:15; 21:7; 23:6; 2 7 :4 ,13; 36:8, 9; 37:37,38; 41:12, and others.
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“remembrance and thanksgiving” is synonymous with “the living.”1The fact that there
'J
is no existence in Sheol explains why there is no remembrance o f Yahweh. This is
one o f the main key motives why the Psalmist laments and calls on Yahweh that He
would rescue him and let him live, because only the living can thank the Lord.3
Finally, it should be noted that in the Psalms the term Sheol is parallel to
“death” in six passages.4 As for additional details concerning the current text, see
the exegesis section on Isa 38:18 and Qoh 9:10, where both texts employ almost the
same vocabulary. Hezekiah and Qohelet, like the Psalmist, knew that the
righteous, like the wicked ones, go to Sheol and that for both of them there
is no existence.

Ps 9:18

D'Tibx. . .td
. . cJ
. . D*’i
. r l?3t

t

: *

•t :

Translation and Textual Remarks
The wicked shall return to Sheol,
all the nations that forget God.

'Elizabeth Achtemeier, “Overcoming the World: An Exposition of Psalm 6,”
Interpretation 28 (1974): 75-88.
2See Hermann Eisig, “"pT,” TDOT, 4:64-82.
3See Samuel Henry Hooke, “Life after Death: Israel and the After-Life,” ExpT
76 (1965): 236-239; Charles R. Gresham, What the Bible Says About Resurrection
(Joplin, MO: College Press, 1983); Lloyd R. Bailey, “Death as a Theological
Problem,” Pastoral Psychology 22 (1971): 20-32.
4Pss 6:6; 18:6; 49:15,16; 55:16; 89:49, and 116:3.
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Text Unit and Its Genre
Most scholars consider Pss 9 and 10 as a unit, which is shaped after the
so-called acrostic pattern.1 On the other hand, they can be treated as separate
and independent compositions, having different backgrounds and literary textures.2
Ps 9 is predominantly thanksgiving for Yahweh’s deliverance from the wicked
and arrogant nations, whereas Ps 10 is dominated by a complaint and prayer not to
delay His intervention on behalf of the helpless and to avenge the wicked for afflicting
the weak.
O

A

The basic structure o f Ps 9:1-21 can be outlined in the following way.

'For various views concerning Pss 9 and 10 see Samuel E. Tesh and Walter D.
Zorn, Psalms (Joplin, MO: College Press, 1999), 133-136; Wilson, Psalms, 223-225.
The term acrostic is derived from the Greek words aicpoc “at the end,” and oiixoq,
“line.” The structure o f acrostic psalms is guided by an alphabetic arrangement, where
each following unit begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. For
example, Pss 9,10, and 37 have two verses for each o f the 22 Hebrew consonants. Pss
25,34, and 145 have one verse for each o f the 22 Hebrew consonants. Ps 119 has
eight verses for each o f the 22 Hebrew consonants. Pss 111 and 112 have a half verse
for each o f the 22 Hebrew consonants. See David N. Freedman, “Acrostic Poems in
the Hebrew Bible,” CBQ 48 (1986): 408-431.
2Schaefer, Psalms, 27.
3In English the Psalm is divided into 20 verses. For a comparison of the MT
with RSV see Gerstenberger, Psalms, 73.
4For various structures see Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 73; Kraus, Psalms
1-59,192-193; Craigie, Psalms 1-50,116-117. An insightful block parallelism is
presented in VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EBC, 5:115:
A

A1

Individual praise (vss. 1-3)
B
Judgment on the wicked (vss. 4-7)
C
Hope in Yahweh’s just rule (vss. 8-11)
Communal praise and individual prayer (vss. 12-15)
B1
Judgment on the wicked (vss. 16-19)
C1
Hope in Yahweh’s just rule (vss. 20-21)
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vss. 1-4
vss. 5-7
vss. 8-11
vss. 12-13
vss. 14-15
vss. 16-17
vss. 18-19
vss. 20-21

Praise o f Yahweh
Plea for Yahweh’s intervention
Affirmation o f confidence
Call to worship
Plea for help
Account of salvation
A cry for judgment
Plea for help

The majority o f scholars agree that the overall genre of Ps 9 is that o f
I

thanksgiving though it employs a number o f subordinate generic elements to achieve
its ends. Because of the periodic change o f its themes, the Psalm exhibits a
combination o f various literary forms: a hymn (9:1-5; 10-13, praise for delivering
from death), a song (vss. 6-9; 16-21, celebrating Yahweh5s judgments), and a lament
(vss. 14-15, suffering persecution from the wicked).2

Exegeticat Notes
In order to describe the extreme measures o f Yahweh’s judgments against the
wicked nations, which would culminate in their death, the Psalmist uses strong
language. One o f the specifics o f the current verse is that it contains the subject of
much discussion and disagreement, namely, the term Sheol.
According to A. Bames, the word Sheol here means “the world of the departed
spirits” and “a place o f punishment.”3 A. Kirkpatrick believes that “Sheol is not hell
as the place o f torment,” but at the same time he speaks about “the shadowy existence

JGerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 75.
2Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 84.
q

Albert Bames, Psalms: Notes on the Old Testament, Explanatory and
Practical, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1950), 1:83-84.
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in Sheol to which man passes at death.”1 A. Maclaren comments on “reduction to
nothingness and yet a shadowy, dim life or death-in-life will certainly be the end of
the wicked.” To agree or disagree with the above conclusions depends on the
subsequent brief exegesis.
First of all, it is important to note the specific character o f this Psalm.3 It is the
Psalmist who calls for Yahweh’s vengeance and judgments on behalf o f ( “the
oppressed,” vs. 10),

(“those who know Your name,” vs. 11),

(“those who seek You,” vs. 11), D'TM (“the afflicted,” vss. 13,19), }T 2K (“the
needy,” vs. 19), ’’pS (the innocent,” 10:8), rD*717 (“the helpless,” 10:14), and OTP
(“the orphan,” 10:14,18). This sevenfold pattern contains some insightful parallel and
synonymous structures, creating a perfect contrast to the opposite alignment, which is
hostile to the deprived, namely, □’’SHE") (“the wicked,” vss. 6, 17, 18),

(“the

enemies,” vss. 4, 7), ’WtSD (“those who hate me,” vs. 14), and D?13 (“nations,” 9:6,

16,18, 20,21).
This observation is important precisely because o f the emphasis falling on both
groups. It highlights the true nature of the innocent and the wicked and leads to the
heightened tension between them, which can be solved only by means of Yahweh’s
judgments, which cannot be mitigated or presented as unjustified. The quality of

!Kirkpatrick, The Book o f Psalms, 49, 50.
2Alexander Maclaren, The Psalms I-XXXVII1,2 vols. (New York: Funk &
Wagnalls, 1900), 1:87.
3Ps 9:18 goes together with Ps 31:18.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

318
these judgments is fully revealed in vs. 18, thus providing an explanation for the usage
of the term Sheol.
The masculine adjective used as the noun D',OT“] (“the wicked,” 9:18)
functions as a synonymous parallel to

(“all the nations,” vs. 18). The first

line, “The wicked shall return to Sheol,” is explained by the second, “all the nations
that forget God.” Here D, PO“l are characterized as those who are '•HD® (adj. lit.
“forgetful o f5or “forgetting”)1 God, or as R. Bratcher clarifies it, “everyone who
forgets God is headed for death.”2
The basic idea here is more than clear. The phrase H/IK© /
x

t

:

*

*

t

:

x

(“the wicked shall return to Sheol”) is equivalent to their destruction. The form

nhimh (“to Sheol-ward”) has a unique structure, which among the sixty-six
occurrences of the word Sheol in the Hebrew Scriptures is found only here. The
double emphasis on direction towards the grave is achieved by the preposition h
(“to”)3 and directional H t,4 both o f which, coupled with the Qal impf. verb O^ttP
(“they will return”), function to create a synchronized tension and the strongest
assurance motif that the wicked will not simply descend to Sheol, the place of death
and destruction, but unquestionably they will be there soon.

!See also Deut 8; Ps 50:22; Job 8:13. In Ps 9:13 and 19 the Psalmist affirms
his trust that Yahweh does not forget His people. Leslie C. Allen, ‘TO©,” N1DOTTE,
4:103-105.
2Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 95.
See Excursus 1 above.
4See exegetical notes on Gen 37:35.
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Furthermore, the use of the verb

(“return”) in this passage is highly

significant intertextualJy as it alludes to the classical text of Gen 3:19 where the same
verb is employed to emphasize the reversal of Gen 2:17. In death, a man who was
formed from “the dust o f the ground” returns to his origins through the process of
disintegration, thus again becoming “the dust of ground.”1 The notion o f total
destruction of the wicked is further clarified by the recurring key vocabulary of death:
(“and they perish,” vs. 4), UET) rfT3K (“you have destroyed the wicked,”
vss. 6, 7), and n ill'in 1DF1 T lX H (NASB, “the enemy has come to an end,” vs. 7).
Thus, the destiny of the wicked is death and the grave, which is in a sharp contrast
with the fulfilled hopes of the afflicted (vss. 10,13).
The analogy of the grave is further strengthened by the fact that the term Sheol
is parallel to the term fYTO (“pit,” vs. 16) in the phrase fln© 3 0^13 W2,® (“the
nations have sunk into the pit,” vs. 16).2 Another allusion to the same place of death,
namely, the grave, is found in the words of the Psalmist, when he refers to his personal
salvation by Yahweh DID

(“from the gates of death,” vs. 14),3 which

functions as an antonym of “the gates o f the daughter of Zion” (vs. 15).
Finally, according to this brief exegesis, both the parallel key terminology

lrThe 2 W motif to Sheol is also found in Pss 6:11; 90:3; 104:29; Job 1:21;
30:23; 34:15; Qoh 3:20,21; 5:14; 12:7. M. Graupner and Heinz-Josepf Fabry, “3TO,”
TDOT, 14:461-521. See also Excursus 1.
2Fot discussion on the term IT! © see exegetical notes on Isa 38:10,18. For its
occurrences see table 10.
3Job 38:17; Ps 107:18; Isa 38:10.
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and phraseology argue against any idea of Sheol as the place of departed spirits,
shadowy existence, or eternal punishment The Psalmist does not provide any
descriptive element concerning Sheol’s nature, spatial aspects, or any kind of
existence there. The basic focus o f Ps 9:18 is on the wicked whose lives, in order to
protect the oppressed, will be cut short by the judgments o f Yahweh. The term Sheol,
“pit,” and “the gates of death” in the current context may refer only to the grave as the
place of death and burial and not to three different locations. It should also be noted
that the Scriptures repeatedly highlight the fact that both the righteous and the wicked
go down to Sheol, as is seen from the Torah, Prophets, Ps 6:6, and 9:18.

Ps 16:10

nrra nixn5? yrpn inrr*6 bimb 'tis: n?i?rri6 ^
Translation and Textual Remarks
For You will not abandon my soul to Sheol,
nor will You allow Your Holy One to see the pit.1

Text Unit and Its Genre
From the very first verse to the very last, Ps 16 testifies about unwavering trust
in Yahweh in both life and death. Gerstenberger labels it a “Confession o f Faith,” a
“Song of Confidence,” and then he states, “The psalm can be compared in its function
with the Apostles’ Creed in Christian worship.”2 J. Boice designates it as a “Prophecy

1The LXX has 6tatf>0opdv (“decay,” “rotting”).
2Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 90-92.
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o f Resurrection.”1
According to the progressive display o f a coherent pattern of conceptual
development, Ps 16 may be represented as a four-part sequential structure. The first
basic unit takes up the Psalmist’s confidence in Yahweh (vss. 1-4). Its internal
structure is constituted o f a prayer (vs. I), which is followed by the expression of trust
in Yahweh (vss. 3-4). The second section focuses on Yahweh as the Psalmist’s portion
(vss. 5-6). The third subunit refers to Yahweh as the Psalmist’s Counselor (vss. 7-8).
And the final subunit presents Yahweh as the Psalmist’s life (vss. 9-11).
Scholarly discussions on the overall genre ofP s 16:1-11 lead to the
•5

conclusion that it can be designated as a Song o f Confidence or a Confession o f Faith.
The unit under investigation (vss. 9-11) contains both praise and thanksgiving
elements.

Exegetfcal Notes
This unique Psalm communicates both explicit and implicit profound

1James M. Boice, Psalms 1-41,2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994),
1:128. For various views see Michael Wilcock, The Message o f Psalms 1-72: Song
fo r the People o f God (Downers Grove: Intervarsity, 2001), 56-58; Kraus, Psalms 15 9 ,234-235; Carroll Stuhlmueller, Psalms 1 (1-72), 2 vols. (Wilmington, DE: M.
Glazier, 1983), 115-119; Craigie, Psalms 1-50, 155-156.
Craigie examines the Psalm as consisting o f three basic parts. See Craigie,
Psalms 1-50,156. Compare with VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EEC, 5:153.
3Leopold Sabourin, The Psalms: Their Origin and Meaning, 2 vols. (Staten
Island, NY: Alba House, 1969), 2:333; Hermann Vorlander, Mein Gott: Die
Vorstellungen vom Personlichen Gott im Alien Orient und im Alten Testament, Alter
Orient und Altes Testament 23 (Keveiaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1975), 268.
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meaning.1 But why does the Psalmist use the term Sheol in the current context and
what do scholars think about it? Predominantly they provide the same conclusions as
on all the previous references. Thus, commenting on vs. 10, C. Briggs states that “the
a

flesh does not go to Sheol at death, but only the soul,” J. Rogerson speaks about “the
gloom of Sheol”3 and A. Cohen refers to the popular view of “the soul’s
deathlessness.”4 Whatever is the case, these interpretive conclusions can be clarified
by means of the exegetical tools especially on the lexical level.
The last unit (vss. 9-11) is introduced by the particle adverb

(“therefore”),

which is followed by the description o f the Psalmist’s trust and joy in Yahweh’s
protection. The text shows that the whole person is involved in the expression o f his
joyful confidence,

nOtj? (“my heart is glad”), <H iQ 3 *22*1 (“and my glory

rejoices”), n m h p 2 P *nter*]K (“also my flesh will dwell securely”).

1This is clearly demonstrated by w s. 8-11, which are quoted by Peter in Acts
2:25-28,31 on the day o f Pentecost, whereas vs. 10 is cited by Paul in Acts 13:35-37
at Antioch, when he referred to Christ’s resurrection. It means that the words o f the
Psalmist are also typological; namely, they went beyond his own experience and
became historically authentic in Christ; see John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds.,
The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition o f the Scriptures (Wheaton, IL:
Victor Books, 1985), 804. Concerning the second meaning in the Psalms, see Clive S.
Lewis, Reflections on the Psalms (Harcourt, NY: Brace & World, 1958), 99-108; 120138. That is why for Harris vs. 10 is “the famous Messianic verse.” See Harris, “The
Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 132.
<j

Charles A. Briggs, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book o f
Psalms, ICC, 2 vols. (Edinburg: T. & T. Clark, 1952), 1:121-122.
John W. Rogerson and John W. McKay, Psalms 1-50: Commentary, 3 vols.
(Cambridge, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 1:16.
4Abraham Cohen, ed., The Psalms: Hebrew Text, English Translation and
Commentary (Hindhead, Surrey: Soncino Press, 1945), 39.
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The rationale and motivation for this “therefore” is found in the progressive
development o f the Psalmist’s manifold arguments concerning his firm trust in
Yahweh as his Lord apart from Whom there is no good (vss. 1-2). The Psalmist is
certain in his assigned portion, pleasant places, inheritance, counsels and instructions,
for Yahweh is always at his right hand (vss. 5-8).
The chain of dynamic developments o f the Psalmist’s unconditional and
ultimate trust in Yahweh as the only source o f his security is brought to its climax in
vs. 10, which is introduced by the conjunction *0 (“for,” “because”). By means o f
specific literary tools and choice o f death vocabulary he emphasizes and unfolds the
profoundness o f his confidence that Yahweh would not leave him even in Sheol.
That is the basic reason why the term Sheol is used in the current text.

For You will not abandon my soul to Sheol,

nrrtf n itn b y r p n ]rirrkb
nor will You allow Your Holy One to see the pit
It is highly significant that each line, both of which are in parallel relations,
starts with the primary Hebrew particle K"b (“not,” “no”).1 This twofold employment
of the negation particle k b , which is coupled by the parallel verbs 2 W JT K b (“You
will not abandon”) and ]FSlTX;'b (“You will not allow”), not only negates the factual
verbal statements, but also functions syntactically to make them more pointed and
■j

forcible. Moreover, it confirms both the theological reality concerning Yahweh’s

'See “k b ,” BDB, 520.
2Andrew Bowling, “k b ,” TWOT, 1:463-464.
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protection and at the same time expresses the strongest possible negation against any
idea o f staying in the grave.1
Both verbs

(“abandon,” “leave”) and ]RH (“give,” “hand over”) are used

in the spatial-geographical context, which deals with leaving and handing over to
death and the grave. It should be noted that when the verb

occurs in a unit of a

sequential linguistic structure, namely, ]FHTX^ (negation + verb) + Qal inf. cstr.
(preposition + verb), it stands for “let” or “allow” with the basic meaning “set,
put.”3 The verb D iK lb (“to see”) is a complement to ]R3 and is used in the sense that
Yahweh will not allow His “P p n (“Holy One”)4 to experience or be subjected to
corruption.5 Accordingly, any idea o f “abandoning” the Psalmist to Sheol or
“allowing” him to experience the pit is denied by the specific function o f the double
negation X*?.
Furthermore, both terms Sheol and nntt? (“pit”) comprise a synonymous

!See discussion on Isa 38:10,18.
2See Erhard S. Gerstenberger, “2 W ” TDOT, 10:584-594; “3W ,” BDB, 737;
Robert L. Alden,

NIDOTTE, 3:364-365.

3Edward LipMski, “]n3,” TDOT, 10:584-90-107; Michael A. Grisanti, “]IU ”
NIDOTTE, 3:205-211.
4For the nuances o f the adjective “PpF? see Helmet Ringgren, “*Tpn,” TDOT,
5:75-79; “T p n ,” BDB, 339. For various views see R. Laird Harris, “T O n ” TWOT,
1:305-307.
sJackie A. Naude, “TIKI,” NIDOTTE, 3:1007-1015.
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parallelism and both refer to the grave.1 Following the LXX’s translation of the noun
nnW into 6uxtj)0opdi' (“decay”), the NKJV renders it “corruption,” whereas NASB and
NIV have “decay.” It is significant to emphasize here that the fundamental meaning of
•

'y

the verb DTO is to “destroy,” “corrupt.” In fact, the term “corruption” functions not
only as a synonym and a descriptive element for Sheol and “pit,” but also nicely fits in
the current context and is in harmony with the other similar references.3 To put it
differently, the word HHC is used here to denote the effect of the possible action if
such is carried out, the final result o f which would be “corruption.”4
Finally, a few words should be said concerning the views o f Briggs and others
who state that “the flesh does not go to Sheol at death, but only the soul.”5 In Psalms
the feminine noun UDD3 occurs 144 times, out o f which 105 times it appears in the
form oPipS? (“my soul”).6 Because o f the reasons mentioned below, one cannot take
and use this terminology either to prove the immortality of the soul or to defend some
kind o f existence in Sheol.7

Concerning the term flFTO see table 10 and exegetical notes on Isa 38:10,18.

2See“n m
r B D B ,7 1008.
- Y
Compare Ps 30:9; Job 17:14 with Acts 2:31 and 13:36.
4Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 823.
5Briggs, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book o f Psalms, 1:121122 .

6For statistics see Westermann, “CD3,” TLOT, 2:743-759; Bratcher and
Reybum, Psalms, 40.
7See Excursus 1.
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In the Hebrew Scriptures, no particular Independently existing component is
ever designated by the expression ’’OSS. The term '’CD3 is a metonymy and it is used
to designate the whole person.1 “From the basic Idea o f nephesh being an individual,
or a person, springs the idiomatic use of nephesh for the whole person. Expressions
such as ‘my soul’ are idiomatic for ‘ I,’ ‘me;5 ‘thy soul,5 for ‘you5; ‘their soul,5 for
‘they5 or ‘them.5552 Consequently, W olff is very clear when he states that “the human
is ©23, and this is not the case that ©S3 belongs to him.”3 Because ©23 often refers
to the whole person,4 the first line “for You will not abandon my soul to Sheol55is the
same as “for You will not abandon me to Sheol,55which basically means to the grave.5
In summary, vs. 10, as well as the entire Psalm, contains no explanatory
element or any hint to the afterlife and cannot be used to refer to the popular belief that
after death the soul continues its existence in Sheol. To the contrary, the major thrust
of it is on the Psalm isfs confidence in Yahweh that He will deliver him from the
grave, as is clearly put in plain words by Harris:
The plainest interpretation of Psalm 16:10-11, therefore, is that the psalmist looks
forward to deliverance from the grave. He will not be left there to decay, but God
will take him to his heavenly abode.. . . If David had hope o f his own resurrection
(Ps 17:15), much more could he understand that the Messiah (who would die, Ps
22:15) would not be left in the grave. Of course this is the whole point of Peter’s
^ullinger, Figures o f Speech, 545.
■y

George R. Knight, ed., Seventh-day Adventists Answer Questions on Doctrine
(Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 2003), 397-400.
3Wolff, Anthropology o f the Old Testament, 21.
4Hans-JoacMm Kraus, Theology o f the Psalms (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1986), 145. See also corresponding dictionaries.
5Builinger, Figures o f Speech, 641.
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reference in Acts 2:25-38 and Paul’s in Acts 13:356-37. This verse is used as a
proof from the Old Testament that Christ would rise bodily from the grave.1

Ps 18:6
d ig

^opiD ’• r m p ^ m p

Translation and Textual Rem arks
The cords of Sheol entangled me,
the snares o f death confronted me.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 18:1-51 has already been discussed in 2 Sam 22 where the same
composition appears with some slight variations. In both places the Psalm is
attributed to David (2 Sam 22:1; Ps 18:1).
Though the arrangement ofP s 18 in its present form displays a coherent
composition and intent within a broader context, discussion on its structure is
complicated by its composite nature.2 Because o f the special focus on vs. 6 and the
unit including it, the Psalm can be outlined thematically in the following way:
’Harris, “Why Hebrew She’dl Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 65-66. See also
Dahood, Psalms 1-50,91; Walter C. Kaiser, “The Promise to David in Psalm 16 and
Its Application in Acts 2:25-33 and 13:32-37,” JETS 23 (1980): 219-229.
2See discussion on 2 Sam 22:6.
3Tfae basic idea o f the structure is taken from VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EES,
5:168 and then modified. For a discussion o f the structure of Ps 18, its syntax, style,
and genre, see Frank-Lothar Hossfeld, “Der Wandel des Beters in Ps 18:
Wachstumsphasen eines Dankliedes,” in Freude an der Weisung des Herrn (Stuttgart:
Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1986), 171-190; Schaefer, Psalms, 41;
Gerstenberger, Psalms, 96-99; Eberhard Baumann, “Strukturuntersuchungen im
Psalter \,” Z A W 6l (1945/48): 131-136.
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A Praise of Yahwefa (vss. 1-3)
B Affliction and petition (vss. 4-7)
C Manifestation of Yahwefa (vss. 8-16)
D Deliverance (vss. 17-20)
E Praise of Yahwefa for His integrity (vss. 21-31)
D1 Thanksgiving for deliverance (vss. 32-39)
C1 Declaration of victory (vss. 40-43)
B 1 Deliverance and exaltation (vss. 44-46)
A 1 Praise o f Yahweh (vss. 47-51)
The overarching genre of Ps 18 is Royal Psalm of Thanksgiving.1 The subunit
of the current focus (vss. 4-7),2 which portrays the Psalmist’s cry for help amid deadly
dangers, uses such literary tools as metaphors, personification, and synonymous
parallelism.

Exegetical Notes
See exegesis on 2 Sam 22:6.3
Ps 30:4

nirT ii'a ^rrn
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Translation and Textual Remarks
O Yahweh, You brought up my soul from Sheol,
You restored me to life from among those going down to the pit.
According to Gerstenberger, it is a Messianic Thanksgiving Song.
Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 96-100; Donald K. Berry, “Traditional Approaches
and a Reader-Oriented Analysis o f Psalm 18” (Ph.D. dissertation, Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary, 1987), 86-106. See also the works of Robert B. Chisholm, “An
Exegetical and Theological Study o f Psalm 18/2 Samuel 22” (Th.D. thesis, Dallas
Theological Seminary, 1983), 106-292, and Georg Schmuttermayr, Psalm 18 und 2
Samuel 22: Studien zu einem Doppeltext. Problems der Textkritik und Ubersetzung
und das Psalterium Pianum (Munich: KSsel-Verlag, 1971).
For additional information on the issue see Berry, “Traditional Approaches
and a Reader-Oriented Analysis o f Psalm 18,” 91-86.
3P ages111-118.
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Text Unit and Its Genre
The structure o f Ps 30:1-13 is determined by a variety of lexical resonances
and thematic features. However, there is little unity among scholars on its
arrangement. One of the reasons for their disagreements is found m the sections
which are blended together without clearly defined literary markers. For the purpose
of this study it is possible to present an outline of an interpretive structure consisting
of four major parts.
vss.
vss.
vss.
vss.

1-4
5-6
7-11
12-13

Thanksgiving and praise to Yahweh
Call to worship
Account o f suffering
Thanksgiving and praise to Yahweh

It should be noted that the first section, on which the main emphases will fall,
•5

can be divided into three smaller subunits: a superscription (vs. 1), a thanksgiving
formula (vs. 2), and a description o f salvation (vss. 3-4).4
It is not easy to determine the overarching literary genre o f the Psalm as
various elements o f thanksgiving and praise overlap each other. Basically, scholars
classify it either as an Individual Psalm o f Thanksgiving5 or an Individual Declarative

Compare Herman N. Ridderbos, Die Psalmen: Stiiistische Verfahren und
Aufbau mit besonderer Berukcksichtigung von Ps 1-41, BZAW 117 (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1972), 222-223; Westermann, The Psalms: Structure, Content & Message,
65-69; losef Schreiner, “Aus Schwerer Krankheit Errettet: Auslegung von Psalm 30,”
Bibel und Leben 10 (1969): 164-175; Craigie, Psalms 1-50, 251-253; Wilson, Psalms,
314.
2VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EBC, 5:257-258.
3For the titles see Pss 18; 45-46; 48; 65-68; 75-76; 83; 87-88; 92; 108, where
all o f them, except Pss 83 and 88, are the Psalms o f praise.
4Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 133.
5Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 282.
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Psalm of Praise.1 The experience of healing and salvation from death (vss. 3-4)
usually leads to thanksgiving, which in turn is expressed by various elements of praise
(vss. 2, 5 , 13).2

Exegetical Notes
This Song of thanksgiving and praise, describing the Psalmist’s specific
experience of healing and salvation from sure death and Sheol (vs. 3,4), has close
verbal and thematic parallels with the Psalm of praise o f Hezekiah, where the king is
recalling his agony during his severe illness (Isa 38:10-20). It is also similar to Ps 6.3
The purpose and nature o f the term Sheol in vs. 4 are clarified by the
employment of numerous life-and-death contrasts, metaphors, and rhetorical questions
(vs. 10), which functioning as analogous expressions lead to various antithetical
parallels and heightened tension.

"OD3 b ix r a - p
m rr
O Yahweh, You brought up my soul from Sheol,

You restored me to life from among those going down to the pit.

1Joachim Becker, Wege der Psalmenexegese (Stuttgart: KBW Verlag, 1975),
52-57; Craigie, Psalms 1-50,251-253.
2Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 135-136.
See the discussion on both texts. To avoid unnecessary repetition it will
suffice to say that generally scholars refer to the term Sheol in vs. 4 as in all the
previous cases (see exegesis on Pss 6:6; 9:18; 16:10; 18:6, including the already
discussed occurrences o f Sheol in the Torah and Prophets). Generally scholars take
the term Sheol and impose on it various assumed ideas, which almost always lead to
and result in making strong theological and anthropological statements referring to
some kind o f soul/spirit existence in the underworld.
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The basic emphasis not only in vs. 4 but within the whole Psalm is on the
Psalmist’s deliverance, which must be understood only against the background o f the
death vocabulary. Accordingly, each o f the two parallel lines o f the current verse
under scrutiny contains a key verb which draws attention to the m otif of deliverance
from Sheol.
The first verb nbS7(“go up”) has the Hiphil form, TVbs'H (lit., “you caused to
come up”) and is used metaphorically to describe the Psalmist’s “deliverance from the
danger of death.”1 The basic idea is that the psalmist “was caused to go on living” or
in other words “was kept from the grave.”2 Second, the Piel form ofr'DJT"!!, which
expresses intensity, can be rendered, “You kept me alive,” or “You restored me to
life” with the meaning that Yahweh did not allow him to die, clearly implying the idea
of overcoming his death.3 This usage is based on the idea that sickness represents a
potential deadly danger, but deliverance equals life.
In addition, the rationale for the Psalmist’s thanksgiving and praise is further
strengthened by some other key verbs, which function as parallel terms to the verbs
The verb in the expression ',3fTip”l (“You lifted me up”) in vs. 1
comes from the term

(“to draw water”).4 It is used in a figurative sense, that is,

5Fuhs, “H ^ , ” TDOT, 11:76-95.
2Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 284.
3Elmer B. Smick, “HT!,” TWOT, 1:279-283. Concerning the discussion on the
verb r m as one o f the resurrection terms see Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the
Resurrection of the Dead,” 218-234.
4Exod 2:16,19; Prov 20:5. See also “n ^ , ” BDB, 194.
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“You have rescued me” or “You have saved me” from the grave, Sheol, the pit (vs. 4).
The phrase 'OKS'iri] (“and You healed me”) 1 in vs. 3 implies not only such a
traditionally understood aspect as physical healing,2 but also functions to emphasize
the “deliverance from death and the grave.”

•5

The verb 1QV (“to stand”)4 in the phrase ^ I J l h n m n P H (“You made my
mountain stand firm”) o f vs. 8 is a figurative expression and refers to the Psalmist’s
regained strength, healing, and his vertical relationships.
The antithesis o f life and healing is death and the grave. As in previous cases,
death/dying is specified by the technical term *TT (“to go down”),5 which functions
as the reverse for “going up,” expressing salvation. In Ps 30 *TT is used twice, once
in vs. 4, where the Psalmist refers to the preservation o f his life

(“from

among those going down to the pit”) and the second time in the rhetorical question of
vs. 10, nniZrbx "TTn2 (“when I go down to the pit?”).
The place o f death or the grave from which the Psalmist is delivered is
designated by four different nouns:

(“from Sheol,” vs. 4), 'niSf'H'TD

‘Pss 6:3; 41:5; 103:3; 107:20.
It also includes such related and inseparable aspects as mental, emotional,
spiritual, and social.
3Alan Kam-Yau Chan, Thomas B. Song, and Michael L. Brown,
N1DOTTE, 3:1162-1173.
4See “"TQ57,” BDB, 765.
“

T

5See discussion on Gen 37:35.
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(“from among those going down to the pit,” vs. 4),1

(“to the pit,” vs. 10),2

and their synonymous term 1 W (“dust,” vs. 10).3 In the Hebrew Scriptures the dead
and the place of death often are referred to as the dust. Harris suggests that the term
n n $ in vs. 10 “naturally refers to the corruption o f the grave.”4 All these key terms
contain spatial and qualitative elements which have nothing to do with an afterlife.
This view is made even more emphatic by the chain o f rhetorical questions o f vs.-10,
which at the same time indirectly refer to the nature of Sheol:

nnsrSx Trra w a »sa-nn
What profit is there in my blood, if I go down to the pit?
"IDI7 YfTH
Will the dust praise you?

^npK -rrn
Will it declare your faithfulness?
The answer to these questions is obvious and can be expressed by a categorical
denial, No. Moreover, they set forth a strong contrast between Sheol and the Psalmist,
who is delivered from death and as the living one can express his thanksgiving and
praise to Yahweh. He is concerned with these questions because he knows that in
Sheol he would turn into dust. It should also be noted that the synonym o f life
EH (“blood”) in the phrase

(“in my blood”) functions as a hyperbole for

!See exegesis on Isa 14:9,11,15 and table 9 there.
2See exegesis on Isa 38:10,18.
3Pss 22:16,30; 88:11-13; 115:17. See Excursus 1.
4Harris, “The Meaning o f the Word Sheol,” 132.
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imperiled life and should be understood as “in my death.”1
It is also significant to point out that because o f the regular antithetic
parallelism the term ffl") (“moment”) in the line i3i2Tl3 CTTt 1SK3 WT '3 (“for
his anger is but for a moment; his favor is for a lifetime,” vs. 6) alludes to death, and
that is why one o f the suggestions is to translate it as “death,” namely, “for in His
anger is death, but in His favor is life [eternal].”2 In other words, the noun 23") would
refer to Sheol.
The second line of vs. 6 presents another allusion to death, which like the first
one also operates in the context of time, n3"l

*02

2 “)2|i (“the

evening come weeping, but with the morning cries of joy”). Between the two fixed
points 2 2 3 (“evening”) and "Ip3 (“morning”) is darkness, which symbolizes danger,
sufferings, death, and the grave.3
Finally, the short construction “’12S3 (“my soul”) in the expression o f vs. 4,
(“You brought up my soul from Sheol”) simply means “You
brought me up from Sheol.”4 The sphere o f death is set in the greatest contrast with
the sphere o f life. In fact, every term that is used in this Psalm seems to have been
deliberately chosen in order to put the strongest possible emphasis on one o f the two

‘See “EH,” BDB, 197; August H. Konkel, “D l,” NIDOTTE, 1:963-970.
2For a discussion on the translation see Dahood, Psalms 1-50, AB, 182-183;
Tesh and Zorn, Psalms 1 ,246-247. See also “231,” BDB, 921.
3According to Dahood, “night is the symbol o f death” and “dawn is the symbol
of resurrection and immortality.” Dahood, Psalms 1-50, AB, 183.
4See discussion on Ps 16:10 and Excursus 1.
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opposites: either on Sheol with its satellite synonyms of destruction, or life with the
verbs of deliverance and salvation. Both of them provide the Psalmist with a
theological as well as an anthropological foundation on which to establish Ms praise
and thanksgiving for his deliverance by Yahweh from death and the grave.

Ps 31:18

bixto'1? to t wm i w j

to nrax-^x h it

Translation and Textual Remarks
O Yahweh, let me not be put to shame,
for I have called on You;
Let the wicked be put to shame;
let them be silent in Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
The keynote of Ps 31:1-25 is a plea for deliverance from the net of an evil and
open conspiracy that the enemies o f the Psalmist had set for Mm and Ms trust in
Yahweh in the time of his greatest distress.
Designation of form elements and distinction of units can be only tentative,
because tMs Psalm is rather diffusive in character. Despite the fact that scholars
generally agree on the division o f Ps 31 into three main sections,1the demarcation of
smaller subunits remains much debated,2 as its structure appears to be framed lucidly
along the boundaries of trust, lament, and thanksgiving (see structure below).

!Ps 31:1-9; 10-19,20-25. See Leo Laberge, “A Literary Analysis of Psalm
31,” Eglise et Theologie 16 (1985): 147-168; Mays, Psalms, 142.
2For various views see Craigie, Psalms 1-50,258-260; Laberge, “A Literary
Analysis of Psalm 31,” 151.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

336
The individual sections o f Ps 31 may be outlined in the following way:1
Prayer to Yahweh
Confidence in Yahweh
Lament over danger
Prayer for deliverance
Thanksgiving and exhortation

(vss. 1-6)
(vss. 7-9)
(vss. 10-14)
(vss. 15-19)
(vss. 20—25)

Prayer for deliverance (vss. 15-19) consists of an affirmation of trust in
Yahweh (vss. 15-16a), petition (16b-18a), and imprecation (18b-19).2
Discussion on the generic character of Ps 31:1-25 is as complicated as the
delineation of its structure. The predominantly lament/petition form of this Psalm
identifies its genre as a genuine Complaint Song of the Individual, whereas
W. Bellinger classifies it as an Individual Lament.4

Exegetical Notes
Ps 31:18 goes together with Ps 9:18, in both o f which the Psalmist cries out for
Yahweh’s vengeance and speedy judgment on the D^OT”! (“wicked”).5 As in the
previous cases, the reference to the term Sheol in Ps 31:18 is widely understood as the

1Compare with Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1, 136-137; Craigie, Psalms 1-50,
258-260; EBC, 5:263; Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 360-361; Schaefer, Psalms, 76.
tj

Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1 , 137. For the outline o f the successively
following arrangement o f statements o f trust, petitions, and deliverance see Bratcher
and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 289.
3Ibid., 139.
4William H. Bellinger, Psalmody and Prophecy, JSOTSup 27 (Sheffield:
JSOT, 1984), 32-33.
5For an imprecatory prayer see Pss 3:7; 5:10-11; 6:10-11; 7:15-17; 28:4-5;
31:18-19; 37:2,9-10, 15,20,35, 36; 40:15-16; 54:7; 55:10, 16,24; 59:13-14; 63:1012; 64:8-10; 71:13; 79:6,12; 139:19-22; 140:9-10.
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underworld with some kind of life. Commenting on the meaning o f the word Sheol,
A. Barnes explains, “But it means the region or abode o f the dead, to which the grave
was regarded as the door or entrance—the under-world. The idea is that the soul
would not be suffered to remain in that under-world—that dull, gloomy abode.”1J.
Rogerson puts an emphasis on Sheol as “the final home o f the wicked,”2 whereas C.
Broyles points out that the wicked “lie silent in the grave.”3
The message o f the Psalmist’s imprecation in vs. 18 is straightforward. Vs. 18
is built into the structure of those seven statements that are introduced by the particle
(“for”),4 thus summarizing the essence o f the whole petition:
1 for You are my rock and my fortress
2 for you are my strength

3
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The expression H ljfh ir b x (“let me not be put to shame”)5 precedes “for I
have called on You” and receives its specific emphasis not only because it is
introduced twice by the negation b it (“not”), but also because o f its position in the
1Barnes, Psalms, 1:130-131.
2Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 1-50, 1:142.
3Craig C. Broyles, Psalms, NIBC (Peabody, MS: Hendrickson, 1999), 158.
4See Shaefer, Psalms, 76.
5The verb HtfOK is cohortative in both form and meaning.
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Psalm (vss. 2 , 18). However, at the third occurrence o f this verb, in vs. 18, the
Psalmist changes its focus and reverses the same plea into a positive request,
D T 0T 1 0 T (“let the wicked be ashamed”), which is further expanded and
elaborated by its parallel phrase, biKlD1? TOT (“let them be silent in Sheol”).
Here the Psalmist’s specific wish to see his enemies “ashamed” and in Sheol
has nothing to do with an allusion to some kind o f miserable existence of the wicked
in the underworld or their punishment and shame in Sheol. His wish is not motivated
by revenge, either, “but by the fact that the falsehood with which the worshipper’s
enemies deal with, and thus negate the truth o f God, shall be manifested in his
enemies.”2 In other words, in the current case the verb 013 (“to be ashamed”) is used
to express the Psalmist’s righteous yearning concerning his enemies and to reveal his
unreserved trust in Yahweh that he will be established (vss. 1, 3-5).
The next term o f importance, DDT (“to be silent”) in the phrase

TOT,

relates to silence that results from death or destruction.3 The Psalmist prays that those
who make his life intolerable would be silenced in the grave. Sheol and the dead in it
are characterized by silence,4 which at the same time excludes such a notion as

!The verb is jussive only in meaning. See also Pss 25:2, 35:4; 70:3; 71:1, 13;
86:17; and 119:78.
2Horst Seebass, “013,” TDOT, 2:50-60, esp. 58-59; Philip J. Nel, “013,”
NIDOTTE, 1:621-627; “013,” BDB, 102.
3John N. Oswalt, “DDT,” NIDOTTE, 1:972-973; “DDT,” BDB, 199. See also
Paul R. Raabe, “Deliberate Ambiguity in the Psalter,” JBL 110, no. 2 (1991): 213-227.
4See Pss 94:17 and 115:17.
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“passive” silence.1 It Is non-blblical to regard the place of death as the place of life,
the dead as the living, and death as continued existence, because'such a stance leads to
anthropological and theological confusion concerning the nature, function, and
purpose of death and life as such.
Finally, there Is no tension between Sheol and the grave as the place of silence
because at death any activity, whether mental, spiritual, or physical, comes to its end
and the corpse disintegrates, becoming dust.2

Ps 49:15,16
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Translation and Textual Remarks
15 Like a sheep they are appointed for Sheol,3
Death shall be their shepherd.
And the upright will rule over them in the morning,
and their form shall waste away. Sheol is a dwelling for him.
16 But God will ransom my soul from the hand of Sheol,
for He will take me! Selah

Text Unit and Its Genre
The contents of Ps 49:1-21 are characterized as D ip p n (“wisdom,” vs. 4),
*See Craigie, Psalms 1-50,262.
2Pss 6:6; 88:12,13; Qoh9:10.
3These and previous verses are extremely difficult to translate, as can be seen
from a number of suggested emendations in the BHS textual apparatus. Compare the
translations in the NIV, NASB, NRSV, and N O V . See Kraus, Psalms 1-50, 480;
Wilson, Psalms 1, 750.
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n im n

(“understanding,” vs. 4), b ^ U (“proverb,” vs.

5), and ’H T n

(“riddle,” vs.

5),

and as a wisdom Psalm it examines intellectual and theological concerns.1 The central
theme of the Psalm is death and the foolishness o f dependence on riches and their
power. Unlike the previous texts, by its scope and force o f expression the Psalm is
addressed to a universal audience: “Hear this, all nations, listen, all who dwell on
earth,” “both low and high, rich and poor together” (vss, 2, 3).
The structure o f the Psalm consists of three major segments: introduction (vss.
1-5), the futility o f wealth (vss. 6-13), and the fate of those who rely on themselves
(vss. 14-21).3
The overall genre ofP s 49 can be classified as a Meditation and Instruction.4
However, it should be noted that the author employs various literary and genre
elements in order to present his message in the most effective way. Consequently,

1Leo G. Perdue, “The Riddles o f Psalm 49,” JBL 93, no. 4D (1974): 533-542;
Craigie, Psalms 1-50,358.
2George W. Andersen, “Enemies and Evildoers in the Book of Psalms,”
Bulletin o f John Rylands Library 48 (1965/66): 18-29; Erhard S. Gerstenberger,
“Enemies and Evildoers in the Psalms: A Challenge to Christian Preaching,” Horizons
in Biblical Theology 4, no. 5 (1982/83): 61-77.
3Compare with Kraus, Psalms 1-59; 480-481; Craigie, Psalms 1-50,358;
Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1 , 199. For a discussion on the cMastic structure o f Ps 49
see J. David Pleins, “Death and Endurance: Reassessing the Literary Structure and
Theology o f Psalm 49,” JSOT 69 (1996): 19-27, and VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EBC,
5:366-367. For identifying the structural markers of Ps 49 see Klaas Spronk, Beatific
Afterlife in Ancient Israel and in the Ancient Near East, Alter Orient und Altes
Testament 219 (Neukirchen-Vluyn and Kevelaer: Neukirchener Verlag and Verlag
Butzon & Bercker, 1986), 330-332.
4Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part i , 206. For a different view see Michael D.
Goulder, The Psalms o f the Sons o f Korah, JSOTSup 20 (Sheffield: JSOT Press,
1982), 195.
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vss. 6-12 contain a plaintive meditation, whereas the section under scrutiny (vss. 1420) functions as a lament and comfort setting, proverbial conclusions are found in vss.
13 and 21, and metaphor and personification devices in vs. 15.1

Exegetical Notes
The entire Ps 49 draws a sharp contrast between the life and destiny of the
wicked rich, who are prosperous, arrogant, and secure in their own eyes, and the
righteous one who wholly relies on Yahweh.2 This distinction is further intensified by
the affirmation o f vs. 14, IQ*? *703 D3TX JIT (“this is the way o f those who are
foolish”), which leads both contrasted lifestyles to the progressive culmination and
final solution in vss. 15 and 16, where the term Sheol occurs thrice.
Commenting on the destiny o f the rich in Ps 49, C. McDannell and B. Lang
refer to Sheol as the place o f survival: “Their fate is to perish and be sent to the abyss
of Sheol. In Sheol they will survive without their riches, denied any glimpse of
light.”3 E. Kissane points out that Sheol is “a place of darkness and oblivion where
the disembodied spirit endures in a shadowy existence little better than non
existence.”4 Discussing the biblical view o f the term Sheol, T. Long writes, “At death
people do not cease to exist entirely. Rather, they continue to exist in an ill-defined

‘Paul Volz, “Psalm 49,” ZAW 35 (1936): 235-264; Gerstenberger, Psalms:
Part 1,206.
2Compare with Ps 73.
3Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lang, Heaven: A History (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1988), 14. See also Voltz, “Psalm 49,” 235-264.
4Edward J. Kissane, The Book o f Psalms: Translatedfrom a Critically Revised
Hebrew Text with a Commentary (Dublin: Richview Press, 1964), 23.
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place of the dead called Sheol.”1 These are the common scholarly views, and the
question should be asked whether they are in harmony with the passage.
First of all, it should be noted that both verses under scrutiny are located in the
midst o f the description of the universality of death. Accordingly, the classification
of humanity into “POT (“rich,” vs. 3) and D1K (“man,” vss.. 13,21) and n lD rO S
(“like the beasts,” vss. 13,21)2 refers to the same group o f people, who like D^DDn
(“the wise,” vs. 11), ^ 0 3 (“the fool,” vs. 11), 33731 (“and the stupid,” vs. 11) are
subjected to the power of death. In other words, as wealth has no impact on the
preventability o f death, so wisdom and foolishness are likewise powerless.
To show that the rich have no advantages over the poor and to lay emphasis on
death as a great leveler, the Psalmist uses a variety of verbs: HID (“to die,” vs. 11),
1 2 K (“to perish,” vs. 11), HOT (Ni. “be cut o ff” “perish,” vss. 13,21),
(“will not remain,” vs. 13), K13 (“to go,” vs. 20), and HK1 (“to see,” compare vss. 10
and 20).3
Furthermore, the place o f death or the grave is designated by the vocabulary
already discussed in the previous chapters, Dn^H (“the pit,” vs. 10),4 map (“their

'Thomas I. Long, “Life after Death: The Biblical View,” The Bible Today
(1982): 347-353; in the same source Dianne Bergant, “Bible Terms Today,” 362-363.
Concerning the metaphor equating the foolish man with the beasts, see Judah
J. Slotki, “Psalm 49 1 3 ,21 (AV 1 2 ,20),” VT 28, no. 3 (1978): 361-362.
•2
“To see the pit” means to experience death, the decay o f the grave.
4See Job 17:14; 33:18,2 2 ,2 4 ,2 8 ,30; Pss 16:10; 30:10; 49:10; 55:24; 103:4;
Isa 38:17; Ezek 28:8; Jonah 2:6.
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graves/’ vs. 12),11 0 ^ 3 (“their houses,” vs. 12),2 and 1TTOK -)iy*TO (“to the
generation o f his fathers,” vs. 20),3 which in one way or another refers to the term
Sheol and often functions as a direct or indirect synonym o f the grave. This brief
survey o f various people groups subjected to death, including the specific terminology
pertaining to death/dying and the place o f death, contains no hint or any allusion to
one’s afterlife in Sheol. The observation o f H. Gunkel that the “human being cannot
save themselves from death, and the idea that the one who dies must leave his treasure
to others”4 encapsulates one o f the main points of the Psalm.
Having made an observation that death is universal and using it as the
background for the development of his further argument, the Psalmist focuses the
reader’s attention on the rich. Due to some specific reason he is particularly
concerned with the wealthy, as one may see from vss. 15 and 16, which are arranged
antithetically. Though vs. 15 has some vocabulary and translation problems,5 the main
idea is clear: The wicked rich and their admirers will perish and finally end in Sheol,

!LXX, Syriac, Vulgate.
2Some scholars love to argue that the last line o f vs. 12 refers to the invocation
of the dead ancestors. For their reasoning see Mark S. Smith, “The Invocation o f
Deceased Ancestors in Psalm 49:12c,” JBL 112 (1993): 105-107; Raabe, “Deliberate
Ambiguity in the Psalter,” 213-227. For a contrary view see Philip S. Johnston,
“Psalm 49: A Personal Eschatology,” in Eschatology in Bible & Theology:
Evangelical Essays at the Dawn o f a New Millennium, ed. Kent E. Brower and Mark
W. Elliot (Downers Grove, EL: InterVarsity, 1997), 73-84.
3See Excursus 1.
4Hermaim Gunkel, Introduction to Psalms: The Genres o f the Religious Lyric
o f Israel (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1998), 295-296.
5Because of time and space limitations, no textual problems will be addressed
here.
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whereas the righteous will ultimately be redeemed from it (vs. 16). By using a
powerful imagery of death, the Psalmist depicts the defenselessness o f the selfrighteous wealthy in face of the rapidly approaching destruction.

TO©

mb

like a sheep they are appointed for Sheol
mn
death shall be their shepherd
df j j t: -

v t

m h jb o t x i
and their form shall waste away
Is? bn-ra
Sheol is a dwelling for him
It is apparent that these phrases have nothing to do with the assumption
concerning the survival o f one’s spirit or soul after death in Sheol, but with the fact
that with death any imaginable activity o f the rich, including their dependence on self,
wealth, or power, is terminated. This is clearly seen from the vocabulary employed.
The simile ]KS3 (“like a sheep”) is followed by a clause, TOC

^ (“they

are appointed for Sheol”),1which simply means that “they are doomed like a sheep.”2
The idea of the inevitability of their death is further strengthened by the powerful
metaphor DP'T DID (“death shall be their shepherd”), where the noun DID (“death”)
is personified as a shepherd who leads his sheep to the slaughter. Moreover, because

!See Briggs, The Book o f Psalms, 410.
Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 453.
3Compare with Pss 23:1; 80:2; and 95:7, where Yahweh Himself is the
Shepherd of His people.
4VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:371.
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of the specific nuances o f the verb DSJT, the phrase can be articulated in even more
threatening and ominous tones, “death will feed on them” (NIV)1or rule them, which
refers to an absolute impossibility for the rich to escape from death and subsequently
the grave.
On the other hand, if to concur with the popular view that Sheol is more than
the place of the dead or grave and includes some kind or form o f life’s continuation in
the netherworld, then this text implies the idea that animals also have a continued
•y

existence after death, which by itself is an absolutely nonbiblical notion.
The last two phrases o f vs. 15, r f b ^ b d t i j i (“and their form shall waste
away”) and

(“Sheol is a dwelling for him”), continue to describe the

destructive results of death after the rich are dead and in the grave. The verb
(“to become old,” “worn out,” Pi. inf. cstr.) is very difficult and in the current text
expresses the idea o f their form rotting or wasting away in Sheol.3 Here the idea o f
“wasting away” refers to the corruption o f the whole being, not only of the physical
body as such, but also to every function o f it, whether mental or spiritual. In order to
reflect the most plausible meaning o f this extremely complicated sentence, D. Kidner
suggests the following translation, “and their form is for Sheol to consume, without a

’Wilson, Psalms 1, 750-751; Clifford John Collins, “’Death Will Be Their
Shepherd’ or ‘Death Will Feed on Them5? mawet yir‘em in Psalm 49.15 (E W v
14),” The Bible Translator 46, no. 3 (July 1995): 320-326.
'J
See discussion on Qoh 3:19-21.
3See “r f e
Y

T

BDB, 115; Johann Gamberoni, “r f e ,” TDOT, 2:128-131.
7

t

Y

7
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place for it,”1 which basically preserves the same elements and function o f the grave
as in the current text used for this research. And he is right, because the term Sheol
functions as the subject o f the verb rfe. This view is further strengthened by the
parallelism, where the first two lines “they are appointed for Sheol” and “death shall
be their shepherd” are analogous to “Sheol will consume their form.”
Furthermore, the term Sheol is contrasted with the noun

(“height,” “lofty

’j

abode”) to emphasize the exalted status the rich delighted in once but lost it through
death. In spite o f the fact that the term Sheol contains no direct descriptive elements,
which could help the reader to comprehend better its nature, its double employment
provides the reader with some insights concerning its function and purpose. By means
o f the double emphasis on Sheol the Psalmist demonstrates the reversal in
expectations o f the rich; moreover, he guarantees that the rich not only will be led to
Sheol, namely, they will die, but they will also decompose into their original
component elements in their grave (Gen 3:19).
The third occurrence o f the term Sheol in vs. 16 is found in a totally different
setting, which functions antithetically to everything that has been discussed up till
now. The verse is introduced by an emphatic adversative TJX (“but”), which
1Derek Kidner, Psalms 1-72: An Introduction & Commentary, TOTC
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1973), 184. For a detailed discussion verse by
verse, of the whole Ps 49, see Pierre Casetti, Gibt es ein Leben vor dem Tod?: Eine
Auslegmg von Psalm 49, Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis (OBO) 44 (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), 315 pages; Annin Schmitt, Entriickung - Aufhahme
—Himmelfahrt: Untersuchungen zu. einem Vorstellungsbereich im Alten Testament
(Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1973), 193-252.
2See

\

;

BDB, 259; Johann Gamberoni, “^ 3 ? ” TDOT, 4:29-31.
s.

:

3Norman H. Snaith, “The Meaning o f Hebrew TJX,” V T 14 (1964): 221-225;
“TJX,” BDB, 150; Jack B. Scott, “TJX,” TWOT, 1:39.
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simultaneously leads not only to the intensified dramatization o f the contrast between
the fate of the rich and the fate o f the righteous, but also to the resolution o f the
problem o f death.

^ 9 5 rn.ET
But God will ransom my soul from the hand o f Sheol,

for He will take me.
It is significant to note that vs. 16 is characterized by a figurative language,
parallel vocabulary, and serves as “an example of untypical parallelism.”1 The term
Sheol in the phrase

is personified. It is presented as a living organism due

to its association with the noun “P (“hand”), which functions as a symbol o f deadly
power. Here the emphasis falls on Sheol more as a power than a location.
Unlike the rich who will decay in Sheol, the Psalmist affirms his conviction by
a statement,

”TO3 r n s r

(“but God will ransom my soul

from the hand of Sheol”), thus focusing his attention on the final outcome that is
diametrically opposite to that o f the wicked. The two lines o f vs. 16 contain two
crucially important key words, namely, the verbs (TtS (“to ransom,” “redeem”)3 and
H pb (“to take”).4 The word 7H S is used when a lost object or person is reclaimed in
return for payment. In view o f the fact that only D^H'Sr5 is able to redeem a person
!Bratcher and Reybum, Book o f Psalms, 454.
2See Ps 89:49 and Hos 13:14.
3“r n s ” m e , 804.
T

T

7

4“n p S ,” BDB, 544.
5The divine name

is found only in vss. 8 and 16 in this Psalm.
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from Sfaeol, the salvific nature of this redemptive act plays the dominant role in the
life o f the Psalmist, leading to eternal consequences.1
The contrast in the Psalm aims not only at the contradistinction between the
fate o f the rich and the fate of the Psalmist, but also intensifies and establishes it by
putting the strongest possible emphasis on human limitations and divine supremacy, as
is seen from vss. 8-10:
c m n iv s 1 n i s m 'S m
no man can by any means redeem his brother
a

•

:

j

*

J

T

T

vs. 8

Ti b s
nor give to God a ransom for him
i ;

?

j -

i

v

D&D3 |THD 1 ^ 1
for the redemption o f their soul is costly

vs. 9

□bis?1? V im
and he should cease trying forever
it

i -

:

7

:

m ib lim rm
that one should live on forever
“ * AV T

/

*

1'

vs.

10

n n tfn h k t j6
and never see the pit
-

i?

-

j v

: *

t

By using a special grammatical construction HylSP r n 3 ”R b (neg. + Qal inf.
abs. + Qal impf.), where the infinite absolute stands immediately before its cognate
verb, thus intensifying and reinforcing the verbal idea, which in turn is dominated by
the negation, the Psalmist emphasizes the futility and pointlessness of any human
scheme to redeem the lost from Sheol. Any human efforts are doomed, because no
person is able to “ransom” another, not even by paying God ID S (“the price of a life,”

'Pss 26:11; 31:6; 55:19; 71:23.
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“ransom”);1nor can human beings ransom themselves whatever price they might offer
(vs. 9).2 That is why the Psalmist exclaims, “but God will ransom my soul from the
hand o f Sheol” and "Onjpi (“He will take me”).3
It should be recalled that the combination of the pronominal suffix with the
noun **2®^ (“my soul”) refers to the whole person, literally, “me,” whereas in vs. 8 it
speaks about a human life as such.4 Consequently, the deliverance of ‘,®D3vfrom
Sheol emphasizes the Psalmist’s temporal protection from physical death,5 while the
presence of the 1033 in Sheol refers to the fact that the dead body (Pss 16:10; 89:49),
which in this case is equal to “the dead soul” or corpse, has been placed in the grave.6
E. Brotzman makes a pointed observation that “the presence of the ‘soul’ in Sheol
needs to be sharply contrasted with the Greek idea that a ‘disembodied soul’ lives on

‘“"IDS,” BDB, 497.
2Coker, “m s , ” TWOT, 2:716-717; Henri Cazelles, “m S ,” TDOT, 11:4837

T

T

?

7

?

T

7

7

490.
3Compare with Ps 73:24, “You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you
will take me into glory.”
4See the discussion on Pss 16:10,30:4, and Excursus 1.
5Some related sources for a deeper study are: Ellis R. Brotzman, "The
Plurality o f ‘Soul’ in the Old Testament with Special Attention Given to the Use o f
1QD3” (Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 1987); David E. Miller, “The
Development o f the Concept of Immortality in the Old Testament” (Ph.D. dissertation,
New York University, 1976).
^Ellis R. Brotzman, “Man and the Meaning ofNephesh,” BSac 145 (1988):
400-409; Walter D. Stacey, “Man as a Soul,” ExpT12 (1961): 349-350.
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after physical death. ©S3 does not refer to the part of man which transcends death.”1
It is apparent that the Psalmist has in mind “two quite different situations,”
because in vss. 8-10 ‘The ransom is paid to God,” whereas in vs. 16 it is “God who
redeems from Sheol.” It should also be noted that the corruption in vs. 15 is described
impersonally as “wasting away,” whereas the redemption o f the Psalmist is personal
from the very beginning to the very end.3
The understanding o f the second verb

(“to take”) in the phrase ',3nj?^ 'S

(“for He will take me”) against the background of death is more than decisive. The
particle ’’S is used emphatically in order to characterize the subsequent verb fljpb with
its subject D^n^K. In the current context

functions as one o f the technical

resurrection terms o f the dead4 and also indirectly alludes to the “God’s taking” or
“translation to a different place.”5 The Psalmist has chosen to employ exactly the same
£

•J

term which is used to describe the unique fate of Enoch and Elijah, who did not
experience resurrection, because they had not died, but did experience glorification as

'Brotzman, “Man and the Meaning o f Nephesh,” 409; Robert B. Laurin, “The
Concept of Man as a Soul,” ExpT 72 (1961): 131-134. See also Daniel Lys, “The
Israelite Soul According to the LXX,” V T 16 (1966): 226-228.
2See Thomas Desmond Alexander, “The Psalms and the Afterlife,” Irish
Biblical Studies (IBS) 9 (1987): 2-17, esp. 10.
3Kidner, Psalms 1-72, 184.
4Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for the Resurrection o f the Dead,” 218.
5Horst Seebass, “rtj?1? ” TDOT, 8:16-21; Els, T! p b ” NIDOTTE, 2:812-817.
6Gen 5:24.
72 Kgs 2 :3 ,5 ,9 ,1 0 .
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they were transported directly to God.1 Concerning this immediate access into the
presence o f Yahweh, Kaiser writes that it
would also close down all speculations on any kind of intermediate state,
receptacle or location as unscriptural. To say that Old Testament believers stayed
in a separate compartment in Sheol or in a kind of purgatory runs directly counter
to the fact that God snatched Enoch and Elijah away “to himself.”2
It is significant to note the observation made by T. Alexander, who points out
that “in Psalm 18 it [njp1?, vss. 17-20] refers to deliverance from earthly enemies,” but
“in Psalm 49, however, vss. 14-20 focus on the consequences on death. In this context
the statement ‘he will take me’ surely takes on the same significance as found in
Genesis 5:24 and 2 Kings 2 :3 ,5 ,9.”3
Though the Psalmist does not detail how and when he would be redeemed,
there are strong allusions to Ps 73:24. They demonstrate that both Psalms not only
have common syntactical, conceptual, and linguistic elements, but Ps 73:24 contains a
special identification o f the time progression or chronological marker IHKI (“and
afterwards”) in '’Snjpn *3133 IHKI (“and afterwards You will take me to glory”),
which sheds light on the interpretation o f the current verse. The basic difference
between the discussed verses is obvious from the fact that Enoch and Elijah were
taken up before their death, but the Psalmist’s deliverance from Sheol would take

*See also Paul R. Raabe, “Psalm Structures: A Study o f Psalms with Refrains”
(Ph.D. dissertation, The University o f Michigan, 1989), 96-134; Kaiser et al, Hard
Sayings o f the Bible, 104-106.
•y

Kaiser et al, Hard Sayings, 106.
3Alexander, “The Psalms and the Afterlife,” 10-11.
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place after Ms death.1
It becomes instantly obvious that there is an alternative destination for the
righteous, which radically differs from that o f the wicked, and that Sheol is not their
final fate. Moreover, exactly this very life-and-death tension constitutes the Psalm’s
forward-looking, prophetic perspective, wMch awaits its final resolution.2
■5

Whatever the scholarly opinions might be, it is apparent that the text implies
much more than simply a short-time preservation of life in the land o f the living.4 It
reveals the Psalmist’s hope and assurance in a final, eschatological deliverance from
death and Sheol.5 The resurrection o f the dead from their graves is the ultimate
culmination o f Yahweh’s final redemption o f man.6
In summary, though the term Sheol is used in the context o f universal death, it
does not provide any clue or hint concerning some probable survival o f the dead in the
underworld. From the current discussion it is apparent that Sheol in vss. 15 and 16

Harold H. Rowley, “Death and Beyond,” in The Faith o f Israel: Aspects o f
Old Testament Thought (London: SCM Press, 1956), 150-176.
2Johnston, “’Left in Hell?”’ 213-222.
3Maclaren, The Psalms, 1:111-113; Kirkpatrick, The Book o f Psalms, 274;
Bums, “The Mythology o f Death in the Old Testament,” 327-340; Anderson,
“Enemies and Evildoers in the Book o f Psalms,” 18-29; Barth, Die Errettung vom
Tode in den Individuellen Klage—und DanMiedern des Alten Testamentes, 157-161;
Alexander, “The Psalms and the Afterlife,” 2-17.
4Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 202-204.
5Hubbard, “m 3 ,” NIDOTTE, 3:578-582.
6Coker, “PHS,” TWOT, 2:716. W. Kaiser is very clear when he writes
concerning the resurrection of the body, “The common assertion that the Old
Testament saint knew nothing at all about such a possibility is an error caused by
preconceptions;” see Kaiser et al, Hard Sayings, 128.
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functions only as a place of death, the grave, and no more. The primary purpose of
the term is to demonstrate and intensify the progressing contrast between the rich and
the Psalmist. The first group has chosen to be shepherded by “death” and as a result
they finish in Sheol. They are powerless to stand against the destructive force of
death and are without any means or possibilities to ransom themselves from it, while
the Psalmist, because of his trust in God, is rescued from the “hand o f Sheol” forever.1

Ps 55:16
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Translation and Textual Remarks
•y

Let death come upon them;
let them go down alive to Sheol;
for evil is in their dwellings,3 in their midst.4

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 55:1 -24 echoes a prayer and complaint o f a man who, in spite of the
treachery and apostasy o f one of his closest friends, expresses his confidence in the
justice and swift vindication by Yahweh.

!See Wolff, Anthropology o f the Old Testament, 109.
zOr 1*1)0**©’’ (“desolation”). Generally scholars divide the term n ifT lP into
two separate words DID and '’IEP (“let death overcome”). See also “JOT3,” BDB, 674.
3The word “TiHD literally means “sojouming-place, dwelling-place.” See
“ll2QT ” BDB, 158.
4RSV translates the last part as “let them go away in terror into their graves.”
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The difficulties and problems of the current Psalm are mirrored in the
differences of translations and in all the possible variations of the structural
arrangements, which in fact are rather tentative.1 Because of the special interest in vs.
16, one way to divide the Psalm is to follow the development of its thought, the shift
in its mood, and its resolution o f the problem. Accordingly, the Psalmist prays for
himself (vss. 1-9); then for his enemies (vss. 10-16); and in the last segment he
expresses full assurance in Yahweh (vss. 17-24). However, the middle section (vss.
10-16) can be divided into three smaller subunits: Prayer and complaint (vss. 10-12),
betrayal by a friend (vss. 13-15), and vs. 16, containing an imprecation, can stand by
itself.2
The text is rich with various plaintive expressions, which lead to the
designation o f the overall genre o f the Psalm as an individual lament.3 Vs. 16
functions as an exclamation of denunciation and imprecation against the background
of the Psalmist’s persecutors and betrayal, thus closing the second round o f the threesection complaints.4

’John S. Kselman and Michael L. Barre, “Psalm 55: Problems and Proposals,”
CBQ 60 (1998): 440-462; Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51-100, WBC, vol. 20 (Waco, TX:
1990), 55-56; Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 519-520; VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EEC, 5:392;
Kidner, Psalms 1-72,199-202; Bellinger, Psalmody and Prophecy, 42-44.
2Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 1,222-225; Tate, Psalms 51-100, 56.
3Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 2 vols. (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1962), 1:219.
4Tate, Psalms 51-100, 55. According to Gerstenberger, Psalms 1 ,225, it is a
complaint prayer, Anderson, “Enemies and Evildoers in the Book o f Psalms,” 18-29.
For additional information see Michael Goulder, The Prayers o f David (Psalms 5172): Studies in the Psalter, II, JSOTSup 102 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1990), 71-108.
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Exegeticai Notes
Ps 55 is comprised of polar contrasts and tensions, revealing the
motivation, agony, and purpose o f the Psalmist’s desperate cry (vss. 4-8). His
straightforward and passion-loaded call for swift divine retribution on his enemies is
further intensified by the specific function of the term Sheol. As in the previous
occurrences, most scholars would characterize Sheol as a location o f some kind of
-y

|

survival or as a place of punishment, and Ps 55 does not constitute an exception.
In order to avoid unnecessary repetitions, this exegeticai segment will touch
only some o f the major points, because the basic terminology, referring to the sphere
of death, has already been discussed numerous times in detail.
The first two phrases of vs. 16, I c V y HID (“let death come upon them”) and
D,sn ViKW TTT (“let them go down alive to Sheol”), are parallel. By suddenly
switching from singular (vss. 13-15) to plural, the Psalmist intensifies his emotional
outburst to such a degree that it culminates in the call for a rapid destruction of all of
his enemies. The Psalmist prays that death, as if it were a personified being, would
destroy all those who seek his ruin.
The phrase 0',9!1

represents a direct allusion to Num 16:30, 33,

where the death of Korah and his followers function as a prototype o f the suddenness,
totality, and finality o f the destruction of the wicked. Just as in Korah’s case, the
friend of the Psalmist has gone so far that he can no longer be disassociated either

JFor example Briggs, The Book o f Psalms, 2:25.
2See the discussion on the previous references to the term Sheol.
3See exegesis on Num 16:30 and 33.
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from his enemies or his wickedness. That is why the Psalmist considers his former
friend and his enemies as one entity and calls for their removal from the land of the
living.1
In the contexts o f death the verb T T functions as one of the key concepts for
“dying,” and in the current formula CTan blX C IT T it basically means “to die” or
“to go down to the grave,”2 whereas the masculine plural adjective O ^ n (“alive”) is
explained in vs. 24 by the phrase DTPfT

(“will not live out half their

days”). It means that the Psalmist expects sudden, disastrous, and premature death of
his adversaries,3just as it literally happened in Num 16:30-33.4

0 ,an him H T
let them go down alive to Sheol

Ps55:16

r b m D ^n r m
and they go down alive to Sheol

Num 16:30

n b m ET9n .. . r m
and they went down alive to Sheol

Num 16 :33

t

t

a

a

:

:

\ • *■

\ • “

/

: t

:

It should be noted that Ps 55 contains three imprecations (vss. 10,16, and 24),
which are parallel to each other. In all these verses the vocabulary is that of death,
!VanGemeren, “Psalms ” EBC, 5:395.
For the term “TT (“go down”) as designating “dying” and its function in
various formulas see the discussion on Gen 37:35.
3Compare with Pss 37:35-38; 109:8; Job 20:4-11; 21:7-13; 36:13-14; Isa 38:13; 10-12.
4Compare Samuel Tenien, The Psalms: Strophic Structure and Theological
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 424-428, and Umberto Cassuto, A
Commentary on the Book o f Genesis: Part 2, From Noah to Abraham: Genesis 6:911:32, trains. I. Abrahams, Publications o f the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research
in the Hebrew University o f Jerusalem (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1992), 71-97.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

357
containing no allusion to life in Sheol. On the contrary, the terminology used by the
Psalmist represents a total termination of life, which excludes any hint concerning
human existence after death. For instance, in vs. 10 the imperative s b 2 (“swallow
up,” “destroy”) functions as the verb of annihilation, which is followed by another
imperative 0 1!©*? 3^3 (“divide their language [speech]”), alluding to Gen 11:1-9,
where the nations o f Babel are suddenly scattered. The verb $ b 2 refers back to the
death experience of Korah, where it is used for the ground, which opens its mouth

□nk nubzn (“and swallows them up,” Num 16:30), DTK i t e m (“and swallowed
\T

<T

I T

*

'

\ ”T

N

them up,” vs. 32).1
The first line of vs. 24, n n tf 1X2*? O T T R n t e x

njPWI (“but You, O

God, will bring them down to the pit o f destruction”), is parallel to the expression

nbm O’TI rm. The terms ^2b (“to the pit”)2 and nrttf (“pit,” “cistern”) are
-2

synonyms, but here flHC should be understood as the place o f corruption. The verb
T T paired with the triple synonyms *110, fYTO, and

strengthens the imagery

of the grave as the place of death.
The function and the purpose o f the term Sheol are revealed by the Psalmist
himself, namely, the progression o f his prayer moves from the general to the specific.
All three imprecations point to the characteristics and magnitude o f the wickedness of
his adversaries, making it obvious why he wants to see them in the grave.

^ ee also Gen 4:11; Num 26:10; Deut 11:6; Pss 106:17; 124:3; Prov 1:12; Isa
5:14. Read the exegeticai segment on Num 16:30, 33.
2See exegesis on Isa 14:9,11,15, and table 9.
3See exegesis on Isa 38:10,18, and table 10.
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T un t i t onn tp k t* o
vs. 10
for I have seen violence and strife in the city
!*

T

J*
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o a n p a D -naoa n l i r n s
vs. 16
for evil is in their dwellings, in their midst
«t
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:
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nm ai d w
men of blood and treachery
T

5 •

v

J *

T

vs. 24

<**:**

Finally, the basic emphasis in vs. 16 is on a sudden death o f the Psalmist’s
enemies because their wickedness must ultimately experience the divine punishment.
Death will shorten the lives of “men o f blood and treachery” (vs. 24) and they will
“go down” to Sheol, “the pit o f corruption,” that is, the grave.

Ps 86:13
rrm nn V ix r o
t
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Translation and Textual Remarks
For great is your steadfast love1toward me;
And You have delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 86 .T-17 is th * ? n b m (“a prayer of David”) in which its author reflects
on a specific crisis situation. He addresses it by turning to God in complaint and
supplication for mercy, power, and deliverance from dangers (vss. 1, 7,14, 17).
The Psalm contains a number o f indications that structurally and thematically
form varied individual units and subunits, and provide some specific insights into its

'The NASB translates the word ^ ‘Tpn as “your lovingkindness,” whereas the
NIB has “your faithful love.”
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texture. The following chiastic arrangement helps to locate the unit o f vs. 13 within
the structure o f the Psalm and at the same time to determine its relation to it.
A
B

Your servant
abounding steadfast love
C
in the day o f my distress
D
they will glorify Your name
E
make me single-hearted infearing Your name
D

1

I will glorify Your name
C1 O God, the godless have risen against me
B1 abounding steadfast love
A 1 Your servant

vss. 1-4
vss. 5-6
vs. 7
vss. 8-10
vs. 11
vss. 12-13
vs. 14
vs. 15
vss. 16-17

The majority o f exegetes classify this Psalm as the lament o f an individual.3
However, the design o f the Psalm demonstrates a mixture o f such genre elements as
thanksgiving (vss. 12-13), complaints and supplications (vss. 1-7), affirmation,
petition, imprecation, praise (vss. 14-17), etc.4

Exegeticai Notes
There is no need to perform a comprehensive exegesis o f the current text as its
'Altogether the structure o f this short Psalm is unique. The emphatic particle
(“for,” “because”) occurs 9 times (vss. 1 ,2 ,3 ,4 , 5,7,9 -10 ,12 -13 ,17 ). The emphatic
pronoun of the 2 pers. m. s. HF1R (“you”), referring to God, is found 7 times (vss. 2 ,5,
10 ,10,12,15,17). The Psalmist uses a divine name ’TIK (“my Adonay”) 7 times
(vss. 3 ,4 , 5, 8, 9, 12,15). For other insightful details see Schaefer, Psalms, 210-212;
Caroll Stuhlmueller, Psalms 2 (Psalms 73-150), OTM 22 (Wilmington, DE: Michael
Glazier, 1983), 51-52.
2The structure is based on the work of Pierre Auffret, “Essau sur la Structure
Litteraire du Psaume LXXXVI,” FT 29 (1979): 385-402; Tate, Psalms 51-100,377.
Mitchell J. Dahood, Psalms 51-100: Introduction, Translation, and Notes,
AB, vol. 17 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), 292; Tate, Psalms 51-100,377.
Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Psalms, Part 2 and Lamentations, FOTL 15 (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 132-137. According to Gerstenberger, the Psalm is written
in a liturgical prayer genre. Ibid., 137.
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key terminology was already discussed in the previous chapters.1 Thus, a few general
observations pertaining to this brief overview will suffice.
Some scholars believe that ©S3, somehow “separated from the body o f the
deceased,” exists somewhere in Sheol and that Ps 86:13 serves as a proof o f “the
liberation o f the ©D3 from the underworld” or “the revivification of a dead person.”2
Others see in the word Sheol “the dwelling place o f the dead in the lowest parts of the
earth,”3 or “’hollow place’ down below the ground”4 or “the realm of God
forsakenness.”5 Do the nature and function of the term Sheol in vs. 13 correspond to
the above statements? In order to figure this out it is necessary to start with the
general and then focus on specifics.
As can be seen from the structural outline, vss. 12 and 13 form a thanksgiving
unit, which starts and moves from a thanksgiving vow to glorification and then
resolution. In vs. 12 the Psalmist characterizes the response o f his heart with the
following words, “I will give thanks to You, O Lord my God, with all my heart, and I
will glorify Your name forever.” Then, in order to provide the rationale for his vow of
praise, the Psalmist introduces vs. 13 with the forceful particle 'O (“for,” “because”),
which also functions causally to introduce an explanatory clause, “for great is your
^ ee especially the exegeticai sections on Deut 32:22; Ezek 31:15,16,17;
32:21,27.
2The same idea is applied to Pss 16:10; 30:4; 86:13; 89:49, and Prov 23:14.
Spronk, Beatific Afterlife in Ancient Israel, 31.
3Donald M. Williams, Psalms 73-150, Communicator’s Commentary, ed.
Lloyd J. Ogilvie (Dallas: Word Books, 1989), 14:127.
4Knight, Psalms, 2:70.
5Tate, Psalms 51-100,382; Kraus, Psalms 60-150,183.
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steadfast love toward me.” Furthermore, a particular basis for the vow of
thanksgiving is his deliverance from physical death already received, or perhaps from
imminent dangers o f death:1 rrrinF) SiXOT ‘’©D3 rfpsrn (“and You have
delivered my soul from the depths o f Sheol”).2 In other words, the Psalmist was
involved in a situation facing death from which escape, humanly speaking, would be
-j

inconceivable.
The root o f the verb

(“deliver,” “rescue”) in the phrase ’’10D3 F i^ n i

(“and You have delivered my soul”) indicates an act o f separation.4 When the verb
^33 with a divine subject is construed with the preposition ]D (“from,” “out o f ’), it
expresses Yahweh’s saving activity, literally meaning “to take out,” “rescue.”5 In this
case it has a connotation of “taking out” or “rescuing” from Sheol.6 It is significant to
note that the phrase under scrutiny “and You have delivered my soul from the depths
of Sheol” can also be understood in the future tense. The verb

is in a

causative stem (Hi. pf. 2 m. s.), and one can look at it in two ways. It is possible to
inflect the verb as a “perfect consecutive,” which occurs in a prose construction

’Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 2:37.
2Tate, Psalms 51-100,382.
3Compare with Pss 33:19; 56:14; Prov 10:2; 11:4; 23:14.
4Ulrich Bergmann, “^20,” TLOT, 2:760-762.
5Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and B. Kalthoff, “^33,” TDOT, 9:533-540; Robert L.
Hubbard, “*?2J3,” NIDOTTE, 3:141-147; Illman, Old Testament Formulas About
Death, 140-141,172.
°Compare with Pss 56:14; 116:8.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

362

describing a completed action, or as a “prophetic perfect,” which conveys the
assurance of the future events as though they were already completed.1 In such a case,
the deliverance from death and the grave would refer to “Yahweh’s salvific power in a
universal and eschatological”2 event o f a bodily resurrection, which is in harmony
with the context and the Hebrew Scripture.
Furthermore, the Psalmist does not use the expression ',®S3 r f e n i (“and
You have delivered my soul”) to focus the reader’s attention on the immortality o f the
soul which should be delivered from the prison o f Sheol. It is impossible to
overemphasize the significance o f a correct understanding o f the nature and function
of K7S2 in the Psalms. Here, just as in the previously discussed cases, ’’1DD3 (“my
soul”) stands for the whole person3 and should be understood as “You have delivered
me” or “my life” from death, which also implies the grave, and no more.
Finally, the stereotyped formula, H*rinFI biKlSD (“from the depth o f Sheol”),
including its variations, is scattered throughout the Hebrew Scripture. For example, a
counterpart of the expression rPRnFl
the Torah, nT T O

(a noun with an adjective) is found in

(“to the depth o f Sheol,” a noun with an adjective) and

was discussed in detail above.4 Several variant expressions o f the same stereotyped
formula, rPRnri ]HX (“the lowest earth” or “the earth beneath”), w hich are
fed n er, Psalms 73-150, 313.
2Kraus, Psalms 60-150,182-183.
3Ih e f o r m S3 (“my soul”) occurs 173 times in the Scripture. For discussion
on the term 2fD3 see Excursus 1; Pss 16:10; 30:4; 49:16; Wolff, Anthropology o f the
Old Testament, 21.
4For the major treatment o f n^PinPl

see the exegesis on Deut 32:22.
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equivalents in their form and function, occur repeatedly m the Prophets.
All these recurring expressions, including in the Psalms, where the phrases
p K H n r n n r a (“to the lower parts of the earth”)2 and n lT im 1122 (“in the
depths o f the pit”)3 are used in the contexts o f death, should not be considered as
explaining one another, but as standard formulas referring to the place of death. It is
clearly demonstrated by the threefold employment of the key terminology,
blK®, “1 1 2 , and p X , which is linked either to the adjective rPlYtR (“low,” “lower”)
or noun R p n P l (“lower,” “lowest parts”). In the contexts o f death, these three terms,
though each o f them has specific characteristics and nuances, function as the semantic
equivalents or synonyms referring not to three different geographical locations in
the underworld, but to only one place, the grave.4
In this connection A. Anderson calls attention to the fact that the term JTRnn,
T •

:

“

7

translated as “depths,” “does not point to any divisions in Sheol, such as are described
in later apocalyptic literature,” but then he explains that “Sheol was a place far below
and in the very depths o f the earth.”5 However, one must be careful not to
overemphasize the formula rPHnn

by putting special stress on the term

'See Isa 44:23; Ezek 31:14,16,18,24; See also Ezek 26:20.
2Pss 63:10; 139:15.
3Ps 88:7; Lam 3:55.
4Gunkel argues for the meaning o f the tem fliS in its literal sense as the place
“where the dead live” (da die Toten wohnen) and excludes the meaning “grave.”
Gunkel, Die Psalmen, 121.
5Anderson, The Book o f Psalms, 2:617.
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r m n n as “the depth.” Otherwise it might promote the view of a particular cosmology
and some imagined subterranean location, which is inhabited by spirits of the dead or
shades.1
In the figurative expression under scrutiny, “and You have delivered my soul
rrn n ri

the main emphasis falls on the Psalmist’s deliverance from sure

death, which implies a place below the surface of ground where the dead are buried.
This idea is supported by the only available descriptive detail, which is associated with
the term Sheol, namely, the adjective rFfinFI (“lower,” “lowest parts”). Finally, the
discussion o f the above section indicates that the term Sheol, which occurs in a
specific context with the emphasis on the Psalmist’s deliverance from it, should be
interpreted as a poetic synonym o f the grave.

Ps 88:4

liran ‘mtpb

’tfaa rrara nsnfcr?

Translation and Textual Remarks
For my soul is full o f troubles,
and my life draws near to Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
It is necessary to provide this section with a short preface. Ps 88:1-19

contains one o f the most desperate cries for help and a few glimpses of trust. Vs. 2
is Introduced by a focused emphasis on the name of YaJiweh as the only source of

‘Youngblood, “HOF! ” TWOT, 2:967-969.
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rnrp (“0 Yahweh, God o f my salvation”).

hope,1 inmw

Otherwise, there is

not even one word of confession of guilt, thanksgiving, or praise in the Psalmist’s IYou dialogue. Even the last word of the Psalm is “darkness.” The prayer is
thoroughly saturated with vocabulary exclusively pertaining to death and the grave.
Generally scholars are unanimous that the Psalm can be divided into three
major sections: First complaint (vss. 1-10), Second complaint (vss. 11-13), and Third
complaint (vss. 14-19), where the third section mirrors the first one, as can be seen
below:4
First Complaint
vss. 1-3
vss. 2,10
vss. 4-7
vs. 7
vs. 8
vs. 8
vs. 9

Third Complaint

cry for help
day and night
the dead and Sheol
dark place
Your wrath, afflicted me
Your waves
acquaintances removed

vss. 14
vss. 14,18
vs. 16
vs. 19
vs. 17
vs. 18
vs. 19

cry for help
morning and day
death
dark place
Your wrath, destroyed me
waters
lover and friend removed

Second Complaint
vs. 11
vs. 12
vs. 13

the dead and Rephaim
the grave and Abbadon
darkness and the land of oblivion

!VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:565.
2See Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 762.
3Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 2, 141-145; Tate, Psalms 51-100,398-401;
Kraus, Psalms 60-150,192; Pierre Aufifret, “’Les Ombres se Levent-Elles pour Te
Louer ?’: Etude Structurelle du Ps 88,” Estudios Biblicos 45 (1987): 23-38.
4Adopted with some modifications from Schaefer, Psalms, 214.
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Ps 88 contains various form elements such as complaints and judgment
motifs (vss. 4-10; 14-19), a series o f rhetorical questions and metaphors (vss. 11-13),
petition (vss. 2-3), etc. The overall genre o f the current Psalm is easily recognizable
and can be classified as an individual lament.1

Exegeticai Notes
Ps 88 describes excruciating distress and suffering of an individual, who is
almost on the brink o f death, though it does not mention the cause o f the Psalmist’s
desperate cry, whether it is because o f some terminal illness, danger, or threat. The
vivid imagery and vocabulary o f death, its interrelation and connections are not only
unique but also provide important insights concerning the nature and function of the
term Sheol.
It is significant to note that generally scholars use Ps 88 to defend the view of
after-death existence in Sheol. K. Iilman states that “we have the description o f the
nether world as a place deep down which many people enter (5 a), where they exist in a
state o f feebleness (5b. 1 lb).”2 A similar view is expressed by Andersen, who,
commenting on vs. 4, provides a rather elaborate explanation: “The quality o f the

Robert C. Culley, “Psalm 88 among the Complaints,” in Ascribe to the Lord:
Biblical and Other Studies in Memory o f Peter C. Cragie, JSOTSup 67 (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1988), 289-301; Tate, Psalms 51-100,401; VanGemeren, “Psalms,”
EBC, 5:564; Irene Nowell, “Psalm 88: A Lesson in Lament,” in Imagery and
Imagination in Biblical Literature: Essays in Honor o f Aloysius Fitzgerald, ed.
Lawrence Boadt and Mark S. Smith, CBQ Monograph Series 32 (Washington, DC:
Catholic Biblical Association o f America, 2001), 105-118; Karl-Johan Iilman, “Psalm
88-A Lamentation without Answer,” Scandinavian Journal o f the Old Testament
(SJOT) no. 1 (1991): 112-120. Gerstenberger, in Psalms, Part 2, 145, denotes it as
“complaint o f the individual.”
Iilman, “Psalm 88-A Lamentation without Answer,” 116.
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Psalmist’s life is becoming more and more like that o f the shadowy existence of the
dead in Sheol.”1 The same view is defended by Mays: “In Sheol one continued to exist
•j

as one of the shades.”
The almost unanimous interpretation o f Sheol as a place o f continuous
existence calls for more detailed consideration of the basic terminology o f death and
its relation to the term Sheol. The place o f the dead, as one o f the three dominating
subjects in Ps 88, is mutually related to the other two major themes, namely, the
Psalmist and Yahweh, thus setting the tone for the whole lament.3
It should be noted that the author o f the Psalm is the righteous,4 not the wicked,
who graphically describes himself as being already like a dead man in Sheol. In order
to portray the grave and his state there, the author employs almost all the known basic
terminology pertaining to the place o f death (see table 15).
Except for four terms,

r 6 ia p , p in K , rrTO, and the unusual

phrase TPTO p “)jO (“in the land o f forgetfulness”), all the other key vocabulary has
been discussed previously numerous times.

1Andersen, The Book o f Psalms, 2:624.
2Mays, Psalms, 282.
•5

As it goes beyond space and time possibilities to discuss all three basic
subjects of the Psalm here, attention will be focused only on the reality o f the dead as
dead and their association with Sheol. For a detailed discussion on the subjects o f the
Psalmist and Yahweh, their mutual relation to each other, their word forms, and
synonymous vocabulary, see Nowell, “Psalm 88: A Lesson in Lament,” 111-114.
‘‘Unfortunately, the fact that the righteous also “go down” to Sheol is ignored
by many scholars, as was seen from chapters 1 and 2 o f this study. See also
Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 88-90, who supports the view that Sheol
is a place only for the wicked.
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TABLE 15
b * \m AND ITS SYNONYMS IN PS 88

Translation
and my life has drawn near to Sheol
with those who go down to the pit
who lie in the grave

Hebrew
w an

Synonyms

b*\mb

pm

b<\m

vs. 5

- m •H-IY'DI?
1 2 $ •’ZDitf

in the lowest pit (the bottom of the pit)

nimnn

in dark places

1^22

D '2 W m 2

rnbtm

in depths
in the grave

Verse
vs. 4

“Dj?

vs. 6

tq

vs. 7

rrmnn
. j i o

n

n

vs. 7

n S isD
t

:

vs. 7
vs. 12

12$2

in Abaddon

vs. 12

in the darkness

vs. 13

i\tih 2

in the land of forgetfulness

n*ttfa y i $ 2

dark place

r iK

vs. 13

pgjnn

vs. 19

In vs. 7 the noun *^nO (“dark place,” plural)1 is equivalent to n isrinri "113
(“the lowest pit,” “in the pit beneath”),2 whereas in vs. 19 *!j©nQ (“dark place,”
singular) ends the Psalm on the note o f unavoidability o f the impeding death and the
grave.3 Here the word

is used figuratively and also functions as a synonym of

the term Sheol, but in Isa 42:16, Ps 143:3, and Lam 3:6 it is parallel to the grave.4
The “dark place” refers to the grave and not to survival there.
lu^ n ? 2 ” BDB, 365.
■j

Concerning the qualifying term HTrinn in various formulas see exegesis on
Deut 32:22; Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27; Ps 86:13. Williams believes that “The ‘pi?
is the grave, the entrance to the abode o f the dead.” Williams, Psalms 73-150,135.
3Tate, Psalms 51-100,404.
4Robert L. Alden, “^© 170” TWOT, 1:331.
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Both the formula nPRHFl *113 and the word *^®np are followed in vs. 7 by
the parallel noun n i^ S D 3 (“in depths”). Here the metaphorical employment of the
term

(“depth,” “deep”)1 connotes not only extremely deep distress,2 but also,

being analogous to n ian n p 3133, relates to the place of the dead, Sheol.
The masculine noun p ’lDK in vs. 12 is derived from the verb “QX (“perish,”
“be destroyed”) and refers to the place o f destruction and rain.3 “It pictures Sheol as
the place where all earthly activities and hopes come to rain.”4 This argument is
clearly seen from the following three texts where ]irI3X is analogous to Sheol:
m j g b m o s p x i r a a b im o r w
Naked is Sheol before Him,
and there is no covering for Abaddon

job 26:6

m rr -m a ir in a i
Sheol and Abaddon are before Yahweh

P ro v i5 :ii
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Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied
In Ps 88:12, the construction
synonymous with the expression

(“in the place of destruction”) is
(“in the grave”), but in the phrase

Utn i7iSD,” BDB, 847.
t

:

2Michael A. Grisanti, “n 'p isa ,” NIDOTTE, 2:1071.
3The term is used six times in the Hebrew Scripture. “p^TDX,” BDB, 2; R.
Laird Harris, ‘H 3X ,” TWOT, 1:3-4; Eugene H. Merrill, “p 3 3 X ,” NIDOTTE, 1:226.
4See William R. Tayler and W. Stewart McCullough, “The Book o f Psalms,”
IB, 4:476.
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T3QX H im )T12K (“Abaddon and death say,” Job 28:22) both terms p^DX and
DID (“death”) are personified and related to one another by means o f a direct

parallelism. The only text where pTIlX stands without its counterpart is in Job 31:12,
b s x n p ^ n K -iir jr n m

]3 (“for that would be a fire consuming down to

Abaddon”), where it refers to the destruction o f the grave.1

In these six references there is nothing that would suggest or give an
impression that p ^ X refers to the place o f torment2 or functions as a special
subdivision in Sheol or distinct department, as is seen in later rabbinical teachings.3
The basic meaning o f the term pTSX is “the place o f destruction,” which functions as
another designation o f the grave, or simply the place of the dead. There is no better
word than p^SX to picture both the place and the undergoing process of the physical
decomposition o f the dead body in the grave.4
Furthermore, the noun tP ® (“forgetfulness”) in the unique phrase
(“land of forgetfulness”)5 qualifies Sheol as the place where all mental or spiritual

'See an excellent summary on the word pT 3X in Tromp, Primitive
Conceptions, 80-81. For a brief exegesis o f Ps 88 see James L. Haddix, “Lamentation
as Personal Experience in Selected Psalms” (Ph.D. dissertation, Boston University,
1980), 113-130.
2Harris, “T 1K ” 1:3.
3Hermann L. Struck and Paul Billerbeck, Kommeniar zum Neuen Testament
aus Talmud und Midrasch, 6 vols. (Munich: Beck, 1956), 4/2:1091.
4For the distinction between a proper and common noun, see chapter 5 under
“Theological Implications.”
5For a discussion on p iK , see Excursus 1.
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processes come to their end.1 This hapax legomenon is in perfect harmony with Ps
6:6, which says that there is neither remembrance nor praise in the grave, and Qohelet
9:5 employs the key word S '! ' (“to know”) to declare, □’’P I T DTK D'TlQrn (“but
the dead know nothing”).2
This cluster o f eight various terms and formulas in table 15 does not refer to
eight different locations in the underworld, but are used by the Psalmist to denote the
place of death. While all these words contain specific nuances and implications and
may create in the mind of the reader differing concrete or abstract mental pictures o f
the grave, all o f them function as synonyms o f the term Sheol.
In addition, whereas “pit,” “grave,” or “depth” can be characterized more from
the spatial aspect, terms such as “dark places,” “Abaddon” (“place o f destruction”),
“darkness,” and “the land of forgetfulness” express the nature o f the proper noun
Sheol, thus emphasizing its qualitative features. Finally, one must be careful to avoid
giving the wrong notion that these eight words refer to several different places or that
they contain some allusion to survival in Sheol.
O f special importance are vss. 5 ,6 , and 11, where the Psalmist in his agonizing
situation compares himself with those who are already dead. Thus in vs. 5 he

!“nsro,” BDB, 674.
T

*

:

2See Helmer Ringgren, «n03,” TDOT, 10:60-61.
3For more information see discussion on Prov 15:11 and 27:20, where
Abaddon is in parallel with Sheol. In Ps 88:12 it is parallel with qeber (“grave”), and
in Job 31:12 the term stands alone.
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associates himself TQ ’’*T*)T"DX1 (“with those who go down to the pit”),1that is, with
those who are dying or are already dead in the grave. In vs. 6 the Psalmist goes
further by focusing his attention on two structurally and thematically parallel terms.
First, he refers to himself as a lifeless corpse that is left OTIQB (“among the dead”),
and second, it seems to him that he is -op o p io D ^ n

inp (“like the slain who

lie in the grave”). The noun D’b b n most likely is the shortened form of
(“those who are slain by the sword”).2 The Psalmist compares himself with those who
are killed on the field o f battle and thus meet their death prematurely.
On the one hand, the direct parallelism between DTID*?!! (“. . . the dead”) and
CXp-TOX (“. . . Rephaim”) in vs. 11 is similar to that of vs. 6, thus representing
equivalent concepts. On the other hand, because o f the direct synchronism the noun
“Rephaim” functions as a clear synonym for the dead and has nothing to do with
“shades,” “shadowy replicas,” or “spirits” of the underworld.

Though each of the

three parallel terms, “the dead,” “the slain,” and “Rephaim,” as synonymous
equivalents contain their own nuances, it is obvious that their purpose is to designate
1
*
The Psalm is rich in the vocabulary that pertains to dying or death: "’©SH
(“free,” vs. 6); IDO (“lie down,” vs. 6); “1?3 (‘to be cut off,’ vs. 6); IT© (“put,” vs. 7);
(“shut in,” “finished,” vs. 9); X P with negation (“to come out,” vs. 9); HDS
(“to exterminate,” “cut off,” vs. 17); »QD (“surround,” vs. 18); ff]p3 (“strike off,”
“engulf,” vs. 18). Considering time and space limitations, this terminology will not be
discussed here.
2See discussion on Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27.
3For the main discussion on Rephaim see Isa 14:9,11,15. See also Isa 26:14,
19; Job 26:5; Prov 2:18; 9:18, and 21:16. See also Iilman, Old Testament Formulas
About Death, 142.
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dead bodies, lifeless corpses in the grave, and nothing more.1
Moreover, it is possible to look at the term CPKD“I from another angle as a
proper noun, which, due to its unique individuality and inherent common
characteristics with other entities, can be applied to all the dead, regardless of the
manner of their death, social status, age, or sex. Consequently, the proper nouns
*71X2? (general designation for the place of the dead),

(emphasizes its

destructive nature), and D’K Dl (general term for the dead in Sheol) are not only in
agreement among themselves but also interlocked by at least two common indicators
“death” and “the place o f the dead.”
Finally, the Psalm’s emotional and literary progression reaches its
culmination in the three-paired rhetorical questions, which not only form clear
parallelisms, but also imply an unambiguous negative reply (no! never!)
or a negative statement:

!However, not every scholar agrees that the dead are really dead. For example,
Tate comments that “the word for ‘shades’ is the Hebrew rephaim, which refers to the
dead who live in an attenuated sense o f life, ‘shades’ or ‘shadowy replicas’ o f full life
in the world.” Tate, “Psalm 88,” 92. A similar view is expressed by Kraus, “The
are the phantom spirits o f the dead (cf. Isa 14:9; 26:14,19; Prov 2:18; 9:18;
21:16; Job 26:5).” Kraus, Psalms 60-150,194. And Rogerson points out that “the
rephaim are the inhabitants o f the underworld, mere shadows o f their former selves.”
Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 51-100,2:187; Anderson affirms that, “What survives
in Sheol is not some immortal soul or spirit, but rather the whole man in the form o f a
‘shadowy’ replica which defies any further definition.” Anderson, The Book o f
Psalms, 2:628. For similar views see also William O. E. Oesterley, Immortality and
the Unseen World: A Study in Old Testament Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1921),
63-79.
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r6©
?fr?T
t o p r d ^• x*? s t: d k•
O T iabn vs. 11
t «v
I
v **: Do You work wonders for the dead?
Do Rephaim* rise up to praise you? Selah.
k

vav

]TO K 2 ^ m O X ^ p n " D p "IKTH
Is Your lovmg-kindness recounted in the grave?
Or Your faithfulness in Abaddon?

vs. 12

n nam
f iK 3 %
p “m mI avb: s* “pI vn n jnj ”r»n
vs. 13
• : I \3Y ;
I : It ; " :
T*
Are Your wonders known in the darkness?
And Your righteousness in the land o f forgetfulness?
j

*

It is no coincidence that the Psalmist asks not one but factually six pointed
questions, all of which are concise, penetrating, focused, and clearly aimed at one and
the same issue, namely, Does consciousness survive in Sheol?2 He addresses the
issue from the physical, mental, and spiritual angle, which leads to only one
conclusion, namely, that “in the grave,” “in Abaddon,” “in the darkness,” and “in the
land o f forgetfulness” “the dead” or Rephaim do not “rise up,” they “do not praise
Yahweh,” do not recount His “lovmg-kindness” nor “faithfulness.” His “wonders”
and “righteousness” are not “known” or experienced there, because the dead are dead.
They simply have ceased to exist
In summary, by purposefully employing death vocabulary and graphic
imagery, the Psalmist portrays Sheol as the place o f the dead, that is, the grave, as
accurately and expressly as possible. At the same time he clearly demonstrates Ms

lThe NIY renders the word EPKET] as “the dead” NRSV, RSV, NIB as “the
shades,” and NASB as “the departed spirits.”
For a contrary view see Tate, “The rhetorical questions in these verses present
the realm of existence in the netherworld as without the wonderful deeds of Yahweh
and without praise for him. Even the mighty among the dead (the Rephaim) are
incapable, or unwilling, to rise and praise Yahweh.” Tate, Psalms 51-100,403.
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conviction and understanding concerning the state o f the dead and the nature o f Sheol,
or more precisely, his conviction is characterized by the comprehension which
excludes any conscious or nonconscious existence in death.1

Ps 89:49

n % %OT~-pn iCD3

ra irn x T i6n r n r

122

'p

Translation and Textual Remarks
What man can live and never see death?
or deliver his soul from the hand o f Sheol? Selah.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 89:1-53 is a very long and complicated poem, which strategically is located
at the end of the Third Book. Despite the fact that scholars remain divided concerning
its literary unity, genre, and setting,2 it will not influence the study o f vs. 49 o f this
royal Psalm as a prayer.
The Psalm naturally falls into three sections which are different in a sense o f
its genre and content: (1) Praise to Yahweh for His kingship and faithfulness (vss. 119) is written as a hymn; (2) Yahweh reminds His people o f His covenant promises to
David (vss. 20-38) in the style o f an oracle; (3) A prayer to Yahweh urging Him to

JBratcher and Reybum notes that, “The Hebrews did not speak o f the ‘souls’ or
‘spirits’ o f the dead surviving in Sheol, as did the Greeks; the ‘shades’ or ‘shadows’
were pale, lifeless, ineffectual, shadowy images or replicas o f the former living, active,
robust self. Care should be taken not to picture them as ghosts, however, since this
introduces elements not present in the Hebrew concept.” Bratcher and Reybum, The
Book o f Psalms, 767.
2Tate, Psalms 51-100,413-418; Kraus, Psalms 60-150, 201-202;
Gerstenberger, Psalms, Part 2 , 147-157.
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remember His covenant with His anointed one (vss. 39-53) is in a lament genre.® In
spite o f these distinctive parts, the Psalm is unified by its major themes, which are
represented by such pivotal words as 1017 (“loving-kindness,” 7 times), 1TO0K
(“faithfulness,” 7 tim es)/ n n a (“covenant,” 4 times), and its synonymous
expression FUJ3OT (“You swore,” 3 times).4 The emphasis in the Psalm is on
Yahweh’s covenant with David.
To bring into focus vs. 49 it is necessary to divide the last section into three
major subunits: (1) complaint against Yahweh (vss. 39-46); (2) questions and petitions
(vss. 47-52), and (3) praise (vs. 53).5

Exegetical Notes
Ps 89:49 is very similar to Pss 6:6,18:6,49:15, 16,55:16, and 116:3, where
the term Sheol and death are in parallel. However, these recurring terms by

R eiser, The Psalms: A Commentary, 590-591; Broyles, Psalms, 355; Richard
J. Clifford, “Psalm 89: A Lament over the Davidic Ruler’s Continued Failure,” HThR
73 (1980): 35-47; Nahum M. Sama, “Psalm 89: A Study in Inner Biblical Exegesis,”
in Biblical and Other Studies, ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1963), 29-46; James M. Ward, “The Literary Form and Liturgical
Background of Psalm LXXXEK,” V T11 (1961): 321-329. For an insightful study on
the whole Psalm see Jungwoo Kim, “Psalm 89: Its Biblical-Theological Contribution
to the Presence o f Law within the Unconditional Covenant” (Ph.D. dissertation,
Westminster Theological Seminary, 1989), 444 pages.
2Ps 8 9 :2 ,3 ,6 ,9 ,1 4 ,2 5 ,2 9 ,3 4 ,5 0 . See Sama, “Psalm 89: A Study in Inner
Biblical Exegesis,” 32.
3Ps 89:4,29 ,35,40.
4Pss 4, 36, 59.
3As for the overall genre o f the Psalm, unlike Clifford, who denotes it as a
lament, Gerstenberger designates it a Communal Complaint. See Clifford, “Psalm 89:
A Lament over the Davidic Ruler’s Continued Failure,” 35-47; Gerstenberger, Psalms,
Part 2 , 154.
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themselves do not say much unless they are connected with other terms by means of
which they reveal their specific nature or function. In other words, the vocabulary of
Sheol and death should be situated in the context.
The unit o f vss. 47-52 exposes the Psalmist’s lament, which is reinforced by a
string of penetrating questions and pleas:
m j b -in o n rnrr n j r ip
How long, O Yahweh? Will You hide Yourself forever?

vs. 47

•r a n m n m m nn
Will Your wrath bum like fire?
I iv t

•

The Psalmist refers to his abandonment by the figure o f Yahweh’s hiding
Himself,1which is further connected and intensified with the description o f His anger,
expressed by the threefold fire imagery: “12J3 (“bum,” “consume”),

(“fire”), and

nnn (“rage,” “heat”).
The Psalmist concludes his prayer with the two-part rhetorical question, which
contrasts the promise given under oath by Yahweh (vss. 5-6; 21-39) with the
extremely sad reality o f his day (vss. 40-50).
•TIK Q’OTtOn THOrt rPX
Where are Your former lovingkindnesses, O Adonai?
/•

a t

• r

I

\

<—

v t

vs. 50

m1 m m “n iV rira ra
Which You swore to David in Your faithfulness?
svt

t:

*.*

•

t

:

t

:

*

And just between these two verses (vss. 47,50) are inserted vss. 48 and 49,
lrThe idea o f Yahweh hiding Himself occurs only three times in the Hebrew
Scripture: Ps 89:47; Isa 45:15, and 57:17. Compare with its synonymous expression
f p B - m T n o n (“hide your face”) in Pss 13:1, 88:15, and 104:29.
2See Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 790.
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which not only contain a passionate plea to remember the fragile nature of human
beings, thus increasing the intensity o f the lament, but also introduce totally new
material.1

-6rrnn
v

v a t

/ * -:

t

vs. 48

:

Remember me, o f what duration [my] lifespan is,

IT T

** :

T

n t r a xusf-nirbsi
T

/ TT

: T

~

for what vanity You have created all the sons o f men!
The imperative

(“remember me”)2 is addressed not only to Yahweh

but also implies the fact that the Psalmist has a clear understanding o f life and death
issues, which is demonstrated by the subsequent phraseology. The phrase
(“o f what duration”) is phonetically and semantically parallel to

(“for

what vanity”),3 where the noun KTO (“vanity,” “nothingness”)4 including its
equivalent terminology puts a special emphasis on “human frailty, weakness, and
particularly mortality.”5 Furthermore, by shifting the focus from his own hopeless
perspective the Psalmist explicitly asserts actuality o f mortality o f

(“all

the sons o f men”), thus emphasizing the universal condition and fate of the whole

!Tate, Psalms 51-100,427.
2The imperative "3tr“DT o f vs. 48 relates to TH3J7 m m
(“remember, O Adonai, the reproach o f Your servant”) in vs. 51.
-*

f

t

°

S a

v t

: v

s3iX “IDT
t

v

j t

3See Dennis Pardee, “The Semantic Parallelism o f Psalm 89,”in In the Shelter
of Elyon: Essays on Ancient Palestinian Life and Literature in Honor o f G. W
Ahlstrom, ed. W. Boyd Barrick and John R. Spencer, JSOTSup 31 (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1984), 121-137; Kim, “Psalm 89: Its Biblical-Theological Contribution,” 231.
4“K1C,” BOB, 996; Jerry Shepherd, “XI®,” NIDOTTE, 4:53-55.
5Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 789.
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humankind. The idea of the inescapability o f death is further emphasized by the
rhetorical question:
n ijr n K T 1 6 1 r r r r naa
What man can live and never see death?

vs.

49

b M -'P D TOS3
or deliver Ms soul from the hand o f Sheol?
The answer to this question is exclusively negative: No one can escape death;
no one can deliver one’s life from the power o f the grave. This notion is supported by
the specific choice of the word for man “0 3 (“man”), which in Psalms usually refers
to a strong man, and a strong man is the one who “stands in an intimate relationsMp
with God, trusts and fears God, and does what God requires o f him.”1 Even Yahweh’s
"03 has no hope o f avoiding death, which automatically excludes any idea concerning
the after-death existence of the righteous in Sheol.
It is instructive to note that the parallelism o f the term Sheol and death is not
confined to these two words alone. It encompasses both lines of the verse and is
extended to other words in it. For example, the noun "03 is parallel to iOS3 (“his
soul”), literally “Ms life” or “himself.”2 Generally such verbs as JIT! (“to live”),
H K T * 6 l (with the negation “never see”), which basically means “never to
experience,”3 and

(“escape,” “deliver”) are positive by their nature. However,

'Kosmala, “123,” TDOT, 2:367-382; “"123,” BOB, 150; Robin Wakely,
““123,” N1DOTTE, 1:806-816.
^

»

•

Concerning TOD3 see detailed discussion in Excursus 1, Pss 16:10; 30:4;
49:15,16; 86:13; 88:4. '
-2

See discussion on Ps 16:10.
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because they are located in a specific context of a rhetorical question, they function in
parallel to one another in order to reemphasize one and the same negative concept of
man’s helplessness to avoid death and the grave.
Practically all the terms o f vs. 49 are used to emphasize the brevity and
transient character of human life. The rhetorical question contains an antithetical
parallelism, expressed by the verbs I7T! (“to live”) and n)Q"nK*T (“to see death”),
which leads to an increased intensity o f the Psalmist’s lament. In fact, the progression
of the rather straightforward language o f the prayer creates a tension and pointed
contrast with the threefold promise o f Yahweh, “I will establish your seed forever and
build to generation and generation your throne” (vss. 5, 30, 37).5 The description of
mortality, death, and Sheol is in a sharp contrast against the eternal sovereignty of
Yahweh.2
Furthermore, the imagery o f absolute death leading to the grave is further
strengthened by the death terminology o f the second line. The term
biK © --pp icD 3

in the line

(“[who can] deliver his soul from the hand o f Sheol?”) is in

the Piel stem, thus putting special emphasis on the verb in its “factitive sense to make
-3

safe, bring into safety, or save.” Generally the term is used in the fixed phrases to
save one’s life/soul, or literally, “to make life to escape.”4 By employing the phrase

!Kim, “Psalm 89: Its Biblical-Theological Contribution,” 233-234.
Ward, “The Literary Form and Liturgical Background,” 326.
3Robert L. Hubbard, “£2*?D,” NIDOTTE, 2:950-954;

BDB, 572.

4Hubbard, “t^ Q ,” NIDOTTE, 2:950-954.
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(“from the hand of Sheol”) the Psalmist refers to the destructive power of

the grave.1
Finally, in the current verse the term Sheol contains no descriptive or spatial
elements, nuances, or hints, except for the obvious message that no person, not even
-0 3 , is able to escape death and Sheol. The proper noun Sheol is used intentionally to
focus attention on physical death from which nobody is ever able to save one’s ©S3,
which means oneself or one’s life.
As was repeatedly pointed out, the term IDS] does not represent some
mysterious entity that continues to live on after death in the netherworld. The Psalmist
does not provide any hint concerning a soul’s conscious or unconscious existence in
the underworld or some kind o f survival in Sheol either. The text is also absolutely
silent concerning punishment after death in the netherworld. Here the term Sheol
functions as a poetic imagery for the place o f the dead or the grave.

Ps 116:3
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Translation and Textual Remarks
The cords o f death entangled me.
And the pangs o f Sheol laid hold on me;
I found distress and sorrow.

Text Unit and Its Genre
At first glance, Ps 116:1-19 may seem to offer a rather simple outline, as it
‘See Pss 49:15,16; 89:49, Hos 13:14.
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describes the joy and gratitude o f the Psalmist, his love and commitment to Yahweh
for delivering Ms life from sure death.1 Nevertheless, scholars have discovered that its
•j

structure has proved to be rather elusive and difficult to analyze. Taking into
consideration the form and content, rhetorical devices, and its key terminology, the
overall arrangement of Ps 116 can be presented in the following way:3
Praise and introductory summary
Distress and deliverance
Report o f deliverance
Thanks and vow o f the Psalmist
Account o f distress
Vow and thanksgiving
Account of salvation
Vow and thanksgiving

(vss. 1-2)
(vss. 3-4)
(vss. 5-7)
(vss. 8-9)
(vss. 10-11)
(vss. 12-15)
(vs. 16)
(vss. 17-19)

The two basic themes o f the Psalm are death and thanksgiving for the
experienced deliverance. In spite of the fact that Ps 116 contains a mixture of various
form elements such as prayer (vss. 2 ,1 3 ,1 7 ), thanksgiving (vss. 1-2,12-14,17-19),
lament (vs. 4), and vows (vss. 14,18), its overall genre can be classified as an

'Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101-150, WBC, vol. 21 (Waco: Word Books, 1983),
115-116.
2For various approaches and problems see Michael L. Barre, “Psalm 116: Its
Structure and Its Enigmas,” JBL 109, no. 1 (1990): 61-79; Willem S. Prinsloo, “Psalm
116: Disconnected Text or Symmetrical Whole?” Bib 74 (1993): 71-82; Robert L.
Alden, “Chiastic Psalms (III): A Study in the Mechanic o f Semitic Poetry in Psalms
101-150,” JETS 21 (1978): 206; Pierre Auffret, “Je marcherai a la Face de Yahve,
Etude stmcturelle du Psaume 116,” Nouvelle Revue Theologique 106 (1984): 383-396;
VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EBC, 5:723; Gerstenberger, Psalm: Part 2 , 291-295; Allen,
Psalms 101-151,21:113-115.
3The structural divisions are based on the outline o f Gerstenberger, Psalms:
Part 2 ,291. The LXX has divided Ps 116 into two Psalms: vss. 1-9 form Ps 114 and
vss. 10-19 comprise Ps 115.
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individual thanksgiving hymn.1

Exegetieal Notes
In vs. 3 the Psalmist describes Ms agonizing situation as that of certain and
imminent destruction. The word “death” occurs three times in the Psalm (vss. 3, 8,
15) and functions as one o f the thematic key terms. Not only does it identify the
deadly crisis which evoked the Psalmist’s prayer but it also leads to the assertion that
he called out to Yahweh in the midst of his distress and Yahweh saved his life.
The vivid imagery o f death, various metaphors, synonymous parallelism,
personification o f death, and the basic vocabulary of Ps 116:3 are very similar to those
already discussed. In order to avoid unnecessary repetitions see the exegesis sections
on 2 Sam 22:6 and Jonah 2:3, where the term Sheol functions as a poetic designation
of the domain o f the dead.2

Ps 139:8
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Translation and Textual Remarks
If I ascend to heavens, You are there;
if I make Sheol my bed, behold, You are there.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 139:1-24 is one o f the most intimate, personal prayers o f trust and

1Krause, Psalms 60-150,386-387; VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EEC, 5:723; Allen,
Psalms 101-151,114-115.
2See also Pss 17:11,13; 18:6,40:12.
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confidence in Yahweh as an ever-present and all-knowing God.1 However, despite the
most intensive and comprehensive studies o f this well-known poem, modem
scholarship remains sharply divided concerning its structural arrangement and the
classification of its genre.2
For the purpose of this study it will suffice to use the traditional division of the
Psalm into four major sections, each of which is concluded by two successive lines
that bring into focus the unit’s central theme:
Yahweh is omniscient
Yahweh is omnipresent
Yahweh/Creator is omnipotent
Yahweh/Judge is holy

(vss.
(vss.
(vss.
(vss.

1-6),
7-12)
13-18)
19-24)

To produce an exact genre classification o f the Psalm is almost impossible,
because various elements of thanksgiving, praise, prayer, lament, and complaint
overlap each other.4 Therefore, as Gerstenberger puts it, “tentatively we may call the
psalm a Meditation.”5

’Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 1125.
For three main trends concerning the structure o f Ps 139 see Jan Holman,
“The Structure o f Psalm CXXXIX,” VT 21 (1971): 298-310; idem, “Analysis o f the
Text of Ps 139,” Biblische Zeitschrift 14, no. 2 (1970): 198-227; Krause, Psalms 60150, 511-513; VanGemeren, “Psalms,” EBC, 5:835; Allen, Psalms 101-150, 254-260;
Stanley B. Frost, “Psalm 139: An Exposition,” Canadian Journal o f Theology 6 (April
1960): 113-122.
3Emst Wurthwein, “Erwagungen zu Psalm 139,” VT 7, no. 2 (1957): 165-182;
Leslie C. Allen, “Faith on Trial: An Analysis o f Palm 139,” Vox Evangelica 10
(1977): 5-23; Siegfried Wagner, “Zur Theologie des Psalms 139,” in Congress
Volume: Gottingen 1977, VTSup 29 (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 357-376; Allen, Psalms
101-150, 254.
4See Krause, Psalms 60-150, 512-513.
5For a discussion on the problems o f denoting genre o f Ps 139, see
Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 2 ,406.
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Exegetical Notes
The unit (vss. 7-12) to be briefly examined starts by two rhetorical questions,
which not only address the main point of the whole Psalm but also lead to an
absolutely negative answer to both o f them.
vs. i

rm
Where shall I go from Your spirit?

rm a T3SQ r\m
i

t

:

v

I / v t

•

t t

:

Or where shall I flee from Your presence [Your face]?
As is seen from vs. 7, both questions contain perfectly balanced synonymous
parallelism.1 The verb

(“shall I go”) is parallel to rTQK (“shall I flee”), and the

expression ^ITnD (“from Your Spirit”) equals to ^"*330 (“from Your face”); thus
•j

both phrases function as synonymous references to Yahweh Himself. This
interrogative language is further intensified in a forceful and emphatic way by a
double employment o f the interrogative pronoun H3K (“where”), which alludes to the
one and only possible answer, “Nowhere.”

•5

Both rhetorical questions of vs. 7 are

further amplified and answered in the subsequent mental images.
nnx d o
pm~m
If I ascend to heavens, You are there
TAT

T

•pn

* **

T

I

“

V

vs. 8

m nirxKi

and if I make Sheol my bed, behold, You are there.

!Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 1125; Anthony L. Ash and Clyde
M. Miller, Psalms (Austin, TX: Sweet Publishing Company, 1980), 427.
2Leupold, The Psalms, 945.
3VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:837.
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In order to describe Yahweh’s omniscience (vss. 1-6)1 and His omnipresence
(vss. 7-12) the author uses not only parallelisms, but also merisms and polar
expressions.2 How the spatial aspects o f various extremes refer to the Psalmist and to
Yahweh’s universality Is clearly demonstrated by vs. 8. The opposites of
(“heavens”) and h u t's do not function as two isolated spots but include every known
area and everything that is in between, thus implying Yahweh’s total control over the
whole created universe.
Despite the fact that the phrase pDK"DK (“if I ascend to”) is parallel to
nSPSXl (“if I make bed”), they emphasize two diametrically opposed movements.
The verb 2?^ is in Hiphil niTSKI and basically means “to spread out a bed” or in the
passive Hophal “be spread out for a bed,” which brings into focus the fact that the
Psalmist “alludes to spreading out Sheol as his resting place.” In Isa 14:11 the verb is
in Hophal H2T (“are spread out”) which creates the imagery o f the grave where worms
function as the bed for the dead king o f Babylon.4 Likewise, Job speaks about Sheol
as his home and making Ms bed in darkness.5
In order to develop and intensify the progressive development o f the thought
even more, namely, that there is no place in the whole universe which is beyond

because o f space limitations no key vocabulary o f vss. 1-6 will be discussed.
2See Schaefer, Psalms, 325-328.
3See William C. Williams, “H P ,” NIDOTTE, 2:501-502; “O T ” BDB, 426.
4Compare with Ps 132:3.
5Job 17:13.
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Yahweh’s operation, the Psalmist refers to other imaginable extreme locations and
circumstances: in jT 'iS3D (“the wings of the dawn”) and 0^ rYHHKS (“the remotest
part o f the sea,” vs. 9),

(“darkness,” here parallel to Sheol),

(“night”), and

11K (“light,” vss. 11-12). All these spatial, geographical, and time specifications,
including the term Sheol, serve one purpose, to reinforce the image o f Yahweh’s
“absolute sovereignty over His creation.”1 Indeed, this is a solemn thought that no
spatial or physical aspects or elements can ever limit Yahweh’s presence or
knowledge, which by itself contains not only a message of comfort and hope but also a
stark warning of impossibility to hide or escape Yahweh’s scrutiny. This is further
confirmed by two laconic assertions HriK D© (“there You are”) and ”|3ri (literally,
“behold, You”), which intensify the Psalmist’s conclusions to the utmost, leaving no
doubt concerning Yahweh’s omniscience and omnipresence.
As the term Sheol in vs. 8 does not contain any qualitative element or
descriptive characteristics, its sole function as merism is to point out the lowest
location on this earth, which is the grave. On the other hand, linked together with

VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:637. According to Rogerson and McKay, “The
statement that God is present in Sheol contradicts other statements in the Psalms (e.g.
Ps 88:5) that those in Sheol are cut off from God’s help.” Psalms 101-150, 157.
However, it should be noted that these texts do not contradict each other. The
examination o f the term Sheol in various contexts shows that Sheol as the place o f the
dead entails all its negative associations: decay, decomposition, and rottenness (Gen
2:7; 3:19). Furthermore, the Hebrew Scripture reveals that the “breath of life” of the
dead returns to Yahweh Who gave It, “You take away their breath, they expire and
return to their dust” (Ps 104:29-30; Qoh 12:7). Nothing and nobody is out o f His
control. He is able to resurrect any dead person at any time He wishes to (Job 19:2527; Dan 12:2). This is clearly seen from all the discussed references, which are in
perfect harmony among themselves and context The problem starts when a person
begins to believe in some kind o f miserable existence in the underworld. See also
Claus Westermann, Elements o f Old Testament Theology, touts. Douglas W. Stott
(Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 100-101.
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other parallel specifications Sheol is shown as an absolutely unprotected place, which
is under the total control of Yahweh. The text does not contain anything that would
suggest or hint of the idea of eternal punishment or the soul’s existence in the
underworld. For further examination o f Ps 139:8 see exegesis on Amos 9:2 and Deut
32:22.1

Ps 141:7

:

*
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Translation and Textual Remarks
As one plowing and breaking open in the earth,2
So our bones3 have been scattered at the mouth o f Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Ps 141:1-10 is a short but distinct prayer for deliverance from the wicked
and their enticements.4 Only Yahweh is able to intervene and protect the Psalmist’s
Compare with Job 11:8. See also exegesis on Jonah 2:3 and Magonet, “Jonah
and Psalm 139,” in Form and Meaning, 82-84; Carolyn Pressler, “Certainty,
Ambiguity, and Trust: Knowledge o f God in Psalm 139,” in A God So Near: Essays
on Old Testament Theology in Honor o f Patrick D. Miller, ed. Brent A. Strawn and
Nancy R. Bowen (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 91-100.
2The meaning o f vss. 5-7 is obscure and therefore problematic. This has been
reflected in the most diverse translations. For instance, vs. 7a in NRSV reads: “Like a
rock that one breaks apart and shatters on the land,” whereas NIV translates, “They
will say, ‘As one plows and breaks up the earth.’” RSV renders, “As a rock which one
cleaves and shatters on the land.” And LXE has, “As a lump o f earth is crushed upon
the ground.”
3In the MT is
(“our bones”), but in the Syriac and some manuscripts o f
the Septuagint one reads “their bones.” See Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f
Psalms, 1144; Allen, Psalms 101-150, 271.
4Ps 141 is very similar to Ps 1.
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life. Structurally the prayer contains the following thematic components:1
Prayer for deliverance
Prayer for protection
Prayer for the condemnation o f the wicked
Prayer for protection from the wicked

(vss.
(vss.
(vss.
(vss.

1-2)
3-4)
5-7)
8-10)

Generally scholars identify Ps 141 as a classic complaint of an individual2
or the individual lament genre,3 which includes such form elements as imprecation
(vss. 5-7), petition (vss. 3-4,9), condemnation (vss. 6-7), and confession of confidence
(vs. 8).4

Exegetical Notes
Despite the fact that vss. 5-7 contain particular textual and interpretation
problems and scholars have failed to arrive at a unified understanding o f these obscure
verses, it is clear that in vs. 7 the Psalmist speaks about death and destruction.
Whether the simile

n S s t o (“as one plowing and breaking open in

the earth”) is meant to designate splitting o f “rock” (RSV), cutting and cleaving
“wood” (KJV), or “millstone” (NIB), or plowing and breaking up “the earth” (NIB)
in the current study does not matter much.5 The point is that the author associates the
participle n*?b, which is translated by scholars as “shattered millstone,” “rock,”

!On the structural arrangement see Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 2 , 413;
VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:846; Schaefer, Psalms, 330-331. For various approaches to
structural analysis see Allen, Psalms 101-150, 273-274.
2Gerstenberger, Psalms: Part 2 ,420.
3Williams, Psalms 73-150, 494; VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:846.
VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:846.
5Ash and Miller, Psalms, 434.
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“wood,” or “clods,” with V D S P (“our bones”) that h i m

'S ib .. .nTEO (“have been

scattered at the mouth o f Sheol”).’
It should be noted that some scholars use the phrase blK C ’’jp S .. .TTO3 for
the designation o f “the entrance o f the underworld”2 or they point out that the phrase
means “denying to the dead even shadowy existence in Sheol,” or that the wicked
“have been devoured by Sheol and that their bones are scattered around its mouth.”4
However, the text does not provide the basis for such arguments, as will be seen
below.
First o f all, normally the word HS (“mouth”) means an organ o f the body
that serves for eating, drinking, or speaking.5 Here the construction "'D4? (“at the
mouth o f’) is used in a figurative sense to refer to the place o f the dead or the mouth
of Sheol. Similarly the Hebrew Scriptures speaks about IKSH *IS _4?1? (“at the mouth
of the well,” Gen 29:2), HlIJQn ‘, S"4?X (“to the mouth of the cave,” Josh 10:18),
and the author o f Gen 4:11 refers to the ground figuratively as to a living organism,
rPBTlit nn3ffi “HQX (“which has opened its mouth”)6
7 to receive Abel’s blood.
T

V

JT

:

T

JY -.

v

*

’Dahood sees JHX21 to be in parallel with
101-150, 313.

Dahood, Psalms 111:

2Anderson, The Book o f Psalms, 2:921.
3Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 101-150,164.
4John Barclay Bums, “An Interpretation o f Psalm 141:7b,” VT 22, no. 2
(1972): 245-246.
5Casper J. Labuschagne, “HS,” TLOT, 2:976-979; “H3 ” BDB, 805; Victor P.
Hamilton, “HS,” TWOT, 2:718.
6See the exegesis section on Num 16:30,33.
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None of these occurrences suggests some kind o f opening leading to the underworld.
Furthermore, in a way the word HS functions as its parallel term OD3
(“throat”), which metaphorically describes the readiness of Sheol to devour its
victims.1 The preposition b (“to,” “at,” “by”) in the construct form o f ^ p b
emphasizes the spatial aspect where its purpose is to mark the location at a given
point, that is, beside or around the mouth of Sheol.
The verb "ITS (“scatter”), which in vs. 7 is in the Niphal form T1TS3 (“have
been scattered”), occurs only ten times and is used to refer to Yahweh’s judgments
over the enemies of His people and also to His own representatives who were sent into
exile.3 Accordingly, Ps 53:5 describes God scattering niQ SP "TO (“the bones [of the
ungodly]”) and Ps 89:11 reminds the reader that

Tl'ITS (“You scattered Your

enemies”). Whether the Psalmist has in mind the bones o f the righteous dead, or the
wicked ones who may have been destroyed “by an earthquake,”4 it does not influence
the nature, function, or purpose o f Sheol in the current text.
Consequently, the basic imagery is that o f (our/their) scattered bones lying

!For the major discussion see Isa 5:14 where both terms “throat” and “mouth”
are in parallel. See also the exegesis on Hab 2:5; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 105106; Mitchell Dahood, “Hebrew-Ugaritic Lexicography VI,” Bib 49 (1968): 355-369;
Idem, “Hebrew-Ugaritic Lexicography VIII,” Bib 51 (1970): 391-404; Wemer
Schmidt, “Anthropologische Begriffe ira Aiten Testament,” Evangelische Theologie
24 (1964): 374-389; Bums, “An Interpretation o f Psalm 141:7b,” 245-246.
2See Waltke and O'Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 205.
3Esth 3:8; Jer 50:17. See M. Daniel Carroll R., ‘“TO,” NIDOTTE, 3:595.
4See Beyse, “D 2 U 7 TDOT, 11:304-309.
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beside or near the grave like the “clods of earth,” “pieces of wood,” or “rock.”
Because the text does not contain any additional qualifying or descriptive elements
concerning the term Sheol, except the already mentioned ' s b , nothing more than the
grave can be meant here.1

Job
Introduction
The second section o f this chapter deals with the book of Job, which along
with Proverbs and Qohelet forms the so-called subcategory o f Wisdom Literature in
the Writings. Unlike the Torah and the Prophets, these books focus on the
presentation and description o f wisdom (HDpn), which requires a totally distinct
vocabulary and literary style.
The book o f Job as an unmatched work o f the Hebrew Scriptures is unique and
complex from its literary and artistic perspective. The book is especially important for
the current study as it deals with the most fundamental questions o f human existence:
the issues of life and death, suffering and the grave, resurrection and the nature of
Yahweh. In this context the term Sheol occurs eight times, which should help either to
discover new insights concerning its nature, function, and purpose or to better
establish more the ones already discussed.2

]For the view that the bones are o f “God’s saints, scattered right at the mouth
of the grave where they are buried, but not buried in utter hopelessness,” and “the
belief in the resurrection” see Herbert C. Leupold, The Psalms (Columbus, OH:
Wartburg, 1959), 957.
2Job 7:9; 11:8; 14:13; 17:13,16; 21:13; 24:19; 26:6.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

393
Texts
Job 7:9

n b ir $ b biK© t i t p

pr rte

Translation and Textual Remarks
As the cloud vanishes and is gone,
so he who is going down to Sheol does not come up.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Job’s first response, covering two chapters, consists o f a monologue which
because o f its double focus has two distinct sections. In chap. 6:1-30 Job addresses his
three friends/comforters, whereas in chap. 7:1-21 he directs Ms speech to God.
Accordingly, chap. 7 can stand on its own as a block, which can be divided
thematically into the following major units:1
Description o f man’s lot and Job’s sufferings
Brevity of life
Complaint and description o f suffering
Questions to God

(vss. 1-6)
(vss. 7-10)
(vss. 11-16)
(vss. 17-21)

’For structural variants o f chap. 7 and dividing it into sm aller subunits see
Roland E. M urphy, Wisdom Literature: Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Canticles, Ecclesiastes,
and Esther, FOTL 18 (Grand Rapids: Eerdm ans, 1981), 25-26; John E. H artley, The
Book o f Job, N ICO T (Grand Rapids: Eerdm ans, 1988), 129-130; Clines, Job 1-20,
W BC, 17:167-169; Samuel Teniem, “The B ook o f Job,” IB, 3:949-950: G erald J.
Janzen, Job, BCTP (Atlanta: John K nox, 1985), 76-77; John A. Baker, “The B ook o f
Job: Unity and Meaning,” in Studio Bibtica 1978, Sixth International Congress on
Biblical Studies, ed. E. A. Livingstone, JSOTSup 1 1 (Sheffield: U niversity of
Sheffield, Department of Biblical Studies, 1979), 17-26; Edvin C. W ebster, “ Strophic
Patterns in Job 3-28,” JSOT 26 (1983): 33-60; Pieter V an d er Lugt, “Stanza-Structure
and W ord-Repetition in Job 3:14,” JSO T 40 (1988): 3-38.
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Chap. 7 is dominated by various complaint motifs and elements,5which blend
the description o f afflictions and fate o f hum an beings in general together with the
agonizing sufferings o f Job and certainty o f his near death. Depending on one’s
approach, the overall genre o f chap. 7 can be denoted either as that o f a lament2 or as a
disputation speech,3 whereas vss. 7-10 function as a complaint against God4

Exegetical Notes
In the book o f Job the term Sheol occurs mainly in the contexts of death, which
can be characterized as highly dramatic, passionate, and extremely intense
expressions, thus presenting unique cases for the disclosure o f the nature and function
o f the word under investigation.
Before starting the exegesis o f Job 7:9 and other appropriate references in their
contexts, it should be noted that as in the previous scriptural passages many scholars
refer to Sheol as a place o f some kind of existence. For instance, F. Andersen points
out that “in spite of the vagueness with which the living conditions o f Sheol are
described, the continuation o f conscious personal existence and identity after death is

1See Clines, Job 1-20,17:168.
2Hartley, The Book ofJob, 142; Claus Westermann, The Structure o f the Book
o f Job: A Form-Critical Analysis, trans. Charles A. Muenchow (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1981), 43-47.
3Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 25.
4John E. Hartley, “The Genres and Message o f the Book o f Job,” in Sitting
with Job: Selected Studies on the Book o f Job, ed. Roy B. Zuck (G rand Rapids: Baker,
1992), 65-78. See also the following articles in the same book: G regory W. Parsons,
“Literary Features o f the Book o f Job,” 35-50 (also in Bibliotheca Sacra 138 [1981]:
213-229); Claus Westermann, “The Literary Genres o f the Book o f Job,” 51-64, and
Norman C. Habel, “Literary Features and the Message o f the B ook o f Job,” 97-124.
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clearly believed.”1 Others emphasize that “Sheol. . . was not life .. . . It was a kind of
existence to be abhorred,”2 or point out that “in Sheol. . . the Shades, in their dreary,
shadowy existence . . . could neither praise Him, nor experience His benefits (Ps 6:8;
88:6, 11-13; Is 38:18),”3 or that man “by reason of his soul, remains in existence after
death.”4 And N. Habel declares that “to descend to Sheol is to enter the meeting house
of the living in the realm of the dead below (30:23) ”5 All these statements can be
accepted or denied after the examination o f the term Sheol is complete, and its nature,
function, and purpose become manifest.
First o f all, in vss. 7-10, including their broader context, Job fixes his mind on
the subject o f the brevity of his life, which is repeatedly emphasized by means of
various similes and metaphors. It is particularly important to note that whenever and
whatever imagery is used by Job to emphasize the transitory nature o f his life, it does

lFrances I. Andersen, Job: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1976), 107; Robert Gordis, The Book o f Job: Commentary,
New Translation, and Special Notes (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary o f
America, 1978), 80.
2Balmer H. Kelly, ed., “The Book o f Job,” in The Book o f Ezra, Nehemiah,
Esther, Job, The Layman’s Bible Commentary, 25 vols. (Atlanta, GA: John Knox,
1982), 8:66.

3Samuel Roiles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Book o f Job: Together with a New Translation, ICC (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1958), 69; John C. L. Gibson, Job (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985),
29.
4Thomas Aquinas, The Literal Exposition on Job: A Scriptural Commentary
Concerning Providence, trans. Anthony Damico, Classics in Religious Studies Series
of Scholars Press and the American Academy o f Religion 7 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars
Press, 1989), 107.
5Habel, The Book o f Job, 161.
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not contain any allusion to an afterlife in the underworld.1 Only som e of the
metaphorical imagery, which Job em ploys to picture the ftm damental truth concerning

the fragility and shortness o f hum an life, will be mentioned here.
'W

Job 7:6

n p n DDKS f e W

Job 7:6

n rra

Job 7:7

my days are swifter than a weaver's shuttle
and they come to an end without hope/thread2

fe
vjv

for a breath is my life

a -t
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'W b u m s

for a breath are my days

IT
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V / V

Job 7:16

As the cloud vanishes and is gone
for a shadow are our days on earth

n a _f e

b x “O

Job 8:9

My days are swifter than a runner
they have passed with ships of reed

rax nisJX"DU f e n

Job 9:26

like a vulture [eagle] that swoops on its pray

b D t r f e fcnCP n e b

Job 9:26

The basic function o f this vocabulary is to refer to the time element o f fleetness
and speed as emphatically as possible. Its employment clearly demonstrates that Job
understood the transience and fragility o f human life, and that is why he addresses
himself to God by introducing vs. 7 with the imperative form “DT (“remember”),
which by contrast means “do not forget me,” “do not leave me.” In vss. 7-10 Job
intertwines two unquestionable facts: (1) death is unavoidable, it ends all, and (2) after
death there is nothing in Sheol, as it is seen from the subsequent texts.
Such expressions as 2 1 0

W’JJ 2ipTTX W (“m y eye will never

again see good,” vs. 7) and ',3PS1 (“and I will not be,” vss. 8,21) are clear and mean
W illiam B. Stevenson, “Rhythm, Assonance, Structure, and Style,” in The
Poem o f Job: A Literary Study with a New Translation (London: Oxford University
Press, 1947), 56-72; Clines, Job 1-20,17:186. Compare with 1 Chr 29:15; Isa 38:12;
40:6-7; 44:22; Hos 13:3; Pss 37:20; 39:7; 78:39; 90:5-6; 102:4,12; 103:15-16; 129:23;
144:4.
2The N EB renders “and com e to an end as the thread runs out.”
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“I will be dead” and “I will no longer exist,”5 thus excluding any idea o f life’s
continuation after death in the netherworld. If there were some kind of existence after
death, Job certainly would have alluded to it.
Moreover, in the first line of vs. 9 Job illustrates his transient life by the image
o f the

(“cloud”), which rapidly vanishes

(“and is gone”). Here the verb

(“to go,” “walk”) has the sense o f “disappearing”2 and is parallel to I T (“to go
down”), thus clearly referring to death and dying.3
In the second line of vs. 9 Job continues to elaborate on his idea o f death
further by referring to the nature o f Sheol:

Vib blKO T il'’

(“so he who

is going to Sheol does not come up”). Job does not allude here to the spirit or soul’s
consciousness in Sheol. On the contrary, his choice o f terminology demonstrates his
keen perception and clear insights of life-and-death issues. Such straightforward
expressions as

(“and I will not be,” vss. 8,21),4

“vanish,” vs. 9),5

(“be finished,” “cease,”

(“and it goes,” “disappears,” vs. 9), and TTT (“he who is

going down,” vs. 9)6 affirm not only his conviction o f imminent end,7 but also refer to

1William D. Reybum, A Handbook on the Book o f Job (New York: United
Bible Societies, 1992), 153.
2Dhorme, Job, 205.
3Sauer,

TLOT, 1:365-370; ^ b ^ f BDB, 237.
BDB, 35.

5“n t?S,” BDB, 478.
T

T

6See discussion on Gen 37:35.
1Clines, Job 1-20,187.
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the finality of death, the decomposition o f his body in Sheol from which nobody
n^S P (“will come up,” vs. 9). Besides, the construction of the second line of vs. 9
functions as “an emphatic denial o f the possibility of return to earth after death.”5
It should also be mentioned that a number o f scholars use vs. 9 to assert that
*5

“disbelief in the resurrection could hardly be affirmed more bluntly than it is here.”
However, the phrase n^JT k b (“does not come up”) is limited in its meaning and
controlled by the following verse. The statement; r r n b l i p

(“he will not

return again to his house,” vs. 10) does not speak about the denial o f resurrection at
all, but refers back to vs. 9. The phrase nbST k S (“he will not come up”) coupled
with T O 2Wl~V& (“he will not return again”) forms the strongest possible double
negation, the purpose o f which is to provide an additional clarifying explanation that
the dead in Sheol do not rise to return to their families. Even if one takes the phrase
n b x r x b in isolation, it does not refer to definiteness and finality in an
eschatological sense, but to an unfinished process. It means that the statement
of vs. 9 nbir

xb

does not support the view which emphasizes a denial of the

resurrection.
The observation that by the term Sheol Job means simply the grave where his

lVictor E. Reichert, Job: Hebrew Text & English Translation with an
Introduction and Commentary (Jerusalem: Soncino Press, 1985), 30. E. Dhorme
comments that “for the Hebrews, as for the Babylonians, Sheol is situated beneath the
earth: one goes down to it, one comes up from it (cf. 1 S 28:1 Iff).” Furthermore,
Dhorme refers to the meeting o f Saul with the witch o f Endor, who brought up Samuel
as “the case o f an extraordinary intervention.” Edouard Dhorme, A Commentary on
the Book o f Job, trans. Harold Knight (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1984),
103. For the discussion on 1 Sam 28, see Excursus 2.
2Alden, Job, 11:110; Harold H. Rowley, Job, CB (London: Nelson, 1970), 79;
Reichert, Job, 30; Robert Frew, Job: Notes on the Old Testament, Explanatory and
Practical by Albert Barnes, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1955), 1:188.
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physical body goes, without any further implications, is further demonstrated by the
parallel terminology, which occurs in a broader context in the book o f Job. The phrase
:

"nr
is equivalent
to the expression
of vs. 21
r **
*
r

at

: v

j t t

v

(“I will lie down

in the dust”), where the verb Up© (“to lie down”) functions as a metaphor for death.
In other words, to go down to Sheol means to lie in the dust, because IDS? (“dust”) is
one o f the major characteristics o f Sheol. In Job 17:16 IS P and Sheol form a
direct parallel (see also Dan 12:2), whereas in Job 20:11 and 21:26 the expression
W &

"1SP_L?P (“they lie down in the dust ”) primarily refers to death and then to

the grave.
O f particular importance for the current discussion is chap. 3:13-22, which
contains one of the longest and most elaborate descriptions o f the place o f the dead in
the entire Hebrew Bible, though the term Sheol is not directly mentioned.1 Despite the
fact that Job employs here a variety o f terms to refer to the place o f the dead in general
terms, the imagery of death and the descriptive elements o f the grave are so precise
that he leaves no place for misinterpretation or manipulation. For instance, he
employs the noun “O p (“grave”) as an equivalent for the term Sheol in Job 3:22, 5:26,
and 10:19, while the grave o f 3:22 functions as a parallel term to DID (“death”) in vs.
21. Job also refers to the place o f the dead or the grave by employing its antecedent,
the adverb DID (“there,” see 3:17 [twice] and 19),2 whereas in 7:21 he denotes the

'Because of time and space restrictions, the discussion of chap. 3 will focus
only on the major key elements.
2See exegesis on Ezek 32:21.
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place ofthe dead as 123? (“dust”), and in 10:21 and 22 as f IK (“earth,” “land”).1
Consequently all five words, *Qp, fYlS, D $, 122?, and jHX, serve as an analogous
vocabulary o f the term Sheol.
Furthermore, the book o f Job vividly pictures the nature o f Sheol by
employing a variety o f synonymous terms, which function not only as descriptive
elements but undoubtedly qualify Sheol as the place o f the dead. For example, in
order to call attention to the fundamental nature o f Sheol he uses at least five different
words for darkness: (1) TjtZJ’n (“darkness,” 3:4, 5) and (2) 0 )0 b s (“shadow of death,”
3:5).2 In 10:21 Job qualifies Sheol as “land” by employing both terms
OIQ^S simultaneously, that is,

and

|H X (“the land o f darkness and the

shadow o f death”). The other qualifiers are: (3) bSK (“darkness,” “gloom,” 3:6)3 and
(4) nET2? (“darkness,” 10:22).4 The last three words for darkness are piled up in 10:22
in the following way, nin^s

bm ins nnp^ f i x

(“the land o f utter gloom

like darkness of shadow of death”), which is also designated as (5) D 'HIO X’b l
(literally, “and no order” or “disorder,” “chaos”).5 Though it is impossible to discern

!See Excursus 1.
2Compare Ps 23:4; Job 10:21,22; 12:22; 16:16; 24:17; 28:3; 34:22; 38:17.
See Walter L. Michel, “§LMWT, ‘Deep Darkness’ or ‘Shadow o f Death”’? Papers o f
the Chicago Society o f Biblical Research 29 (1984): 5-20; Winton Thomas, “D ip b s
in the Old Testament,” JSS1 (1962): 191-200; “t m b ' l ” BDB, 853.
3Job 10:22; 23:17; 28:3; 30:26. “b m ,”BDB, 66.
4‘T!D, 2?,” BDB, 734.
T

5See

*

y

BDB, 690.
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all the semantic nuances intended by these words and what exactly they imply, it is
apparent that they refer not only to the grave as the place o f darkness but also allude to
the creation account o f Gen 1:2.’ In fact, by using the language of synthetic
parallelism, Job reverses the order o f creation and returns to the place o f nonexistence
and darkness, which is also described in the prophetic vision o f Jer 4:23-26.2
In addition to the five nouns which lead to the powerful intensification o f the
imagery o f “darkness,” chap. 3 contains nine other no less important terms, thus
providing additional insights concerning the nature and function o f the term Sheol in
Job. Four o f the nine terms stand next to each other in vs. 13.

Dip®xi
t *o; jp- ® n nt jr^
Di '
k : v :
- \
For now I would be lying down and quiet
t

'b mr m
i ‘

i -

T

<7

*

: -

T

I would be asleep and then at rest
By employing the verb 23® (“to lie down”)3 metaphorically, Job creates a
vivid mental picture o f himself as being dead and lying in the grave.4 He continues to
describe his state at death by two other verbs: ®j?® (“be quiet,” “undisturbed,”

!See Michael Fisfabane, “Jeremiah f¥:23-26 and Job 111:3-13: A Recovered
Use o f the Creation Pattern,” VT21 (1971): 151-167. See also Rick D. Moore, “The
Integrity o f Job,” CBQ 45, no. 1 (1983): 17-31; Cox Dermont, “The Desire for
Oblivion in Job 3,” Liber Annum 23 (1973): 37-49.
2Habel, The Book o f Job, 104.
3See Excursus 1,2, and 3.
4James G. S. S. Thomson, “Sleep: An Aspect o f Jewish Anthropology,” VT 5
(1955): 421-433.
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“motionless”)1 and

(“sleep,” “be asleep”)2 Because of “the similarities of one

deceased to one asleep”3 the last word

functions as a metaphor for designating

death and thus refers to “the sleep o f death.”4 The fourth verb FH3 (“to rest,” “be
quiet,” “cease,” see in vs. IT)5 also “relates to rest in death,”6 that is, Job would be free
from all his earthly troubles if he were dead and in the grave/Sheol.
Job 3:17-19 contains the second cluster o f five similar terms, which describe
the place o f the dead almost in the same way as vs. 13. However, this cluster differs
from vs. 13 by the emphasis Job puts on the earthly social structure and its total
reversal in Sheol. It is significant to note that such terms and expressions as
T3T

(“they cease from raging,” vs. IT),7 ^33iOT (“they are at peace,” vs. 18)8,

VQffl K'1? (“they hear not,” vs. 18), and "*030 (“are free,” vs. 19)9 are used in a
definite and precise sense in order to describe the state o f the dead in the grave,

1Philip J. Nel, “O pO ” NIDOTTE, 4:234-235; “Dj?® ” BDB, 1053.
BDB, U 5 .
3William C. Williams, “* p ,” NIDOTTE, 2:553-555.
4See also Pss 13:4; 90:5-6.

HALOT, 2:447-448.

5“m3,”BDB, 629.
6Leonard J. Coppes, TPO,” TWOT, 2:562-563.

^ i n , ” BDB, 293; “131,” BDB, 919.
Sti] m , ”BDB, 983.
9“' m* :ht , ” BDB,7 344.

Reproduced with permission o fth e copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

403
thus providing a comprehensive picture o f its nature and function.
Finally, in chap. 3:11 Job laments that if he had died (TOD) and perished (JJ13)
at his birth, he would lie down with the dead whom he describes according to the
standards of this earth, namely,

(“with kings and counselors

of earth,” vs. 14) and D'H|T'DP (“with princes,” vs. 15). He points out that in the
grave D^f*"^ O f (“there are the wicked,” vs. 17) and HD

(“the exhausted of

strength,” vs. 17), and together with them are OpppR (“prisoners,” vs. 18), fep
(“slave driver,” vs. 18), WH O f b r m

p £ (“the small and the great alike are

there,” vs. 19), ””QP1 (“and the slave,” vs. 19) with his ]TIR (“master,” vs. 19). The
expression

]bj? functions as a summary o f the previous verses, thus including

everyone on the list o f the dead. The power o f this dynamic imagery can be attributed
neither to the adjectives and their function nor to the nouns themselves, but only to
what these various identified representatives o f a social structure have become in
Sheol.1 In the land of the living these various social groups were locked together and
there was a distinction between them, but in death all their social differences have
been annihilated.2
Consequently, as can be seen in table 16, chap. 3 contains directly interrelated
and interconnected terminology representing the sphere of death, which unveils and
amplifies the intrinsic nature o f the term Sheol in Job 7:9 in a more expanded way.

'See Reybum, The Book o f Job, 83.
2Clines, Job 1-20,93.
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TABLE 16
A BRIEF SUMMARY OF DEATH TERMINOLOGY IN JOB 3 AND 10

Place

Qualifier

grave

darkness
m oS
shadow o f death

Death
2D®
lie down

TOD
Death =grave
m
there
darkness, gloom
“IDE
dust
darkness
VT

v t

:

-

be quiet
“ T

T

T

e ttio vb
no order, chaos
•

earth

be asleep
m3
rest

T

T

t

:

The Dead
D ^O
kings
■’a sm
and counselors

IK®

/

-

T

at peace
t o ® nb
they hear not
:

• T

princes
w m i
the wicked
♦

rp t o ?
the exhausted o f strength,

□"•TDK

t

'®'an
*

:

t

be free

L,ln
“

T

cease

t

prisoners
to i
slave driver
..........._
the small and the great
t

In conclusion, it is hard to comprehend on what grounds scholars take more
than a dozen specific synonymous terms, which refer to death and the place of the
dead, and assert that Job is dealing here “with death as a quiet, restful, inactive
existence,”1 or “degrees o f punishment in the afterlife,”2 or ‘That the dominant image
of existence in the underworld he presents is o f peace and rest.”3
The above statements concerning the quiet “existence” o f the dead in Sheol are

^eybum, The Book o f Job, 80.
2Hartley, The Book o f Job, 97-98.
3Clines, Job 1-20,91.
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almost impossible to reconcile with those particular images of death which form a
comprehensive description o f Sheol. It is a great mistake to identify Sheol as the place
of the departed spirits, because Job was not looking for the spirit or soul existence in
the underworld, he was longing for the grave.1 Job, as was seen above, employs five
synonyms for the term Sheol to designate the grave, and not six different locations.
To qualify Sheol as the place of darkness he uses five different terms, all o f which are
inseparably joined with the grave. In other words, as light is associated with life, so
darkness is associated with death and the domain o f the dead. In addition, Job
employs a cluster of nine different words to repeatedly emphasize the fact that in
Sheol no physical, mental, or spiritual activity is possible, because in the grave there is
a total absence o f consciousness and existence. In the grave there is no social
distinction; whether one belongs to kings, princes, prisoners, slaves, the wicked, or to
the “blameless and upright” like Job himself (Job 1:1,8; 2:3), it does not matter,
because in death “all corpses look alike.”2 This comprehensive picture o f death and
the place of the dead has nothing to do with existence in the underworld, but solely
refers to the grave. That is the essence o f the term Sheol also in Job 7:9.

Job 11:8

mrrrra bimto npm ^srrrtn
T"

“

:

*

h

%

T

S

-

*~ 7

’Harris, “Why Hebrew She 51 Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 68.
2Leo Calvin, Leo Rosten’s Treasury o f Jewish R otations (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1972), 173.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
It is higher than the heavens,1 what can you do?
Deeper than Sheol, what can you know?

Text Unit and Its Genre
In chap. 11:1-20 Zophar the Naamathite, the third friend of Job, delivers the
first of his two speeches. At first, Zophar challenges Job’s understanding of God’s
motives and wisdom, and then instructs Job to repent in order to restore his previous
relationship with God. The speech naturally falls into three main parts.2
Zophar rebukes Job
Zophar examines the wisdom o f God
Zophar calls Job to repentance

(vss. 1-6)
(vss. 7-12)
(vss. 13-20)

However, because the term Sheol o f vs. 8 is in the focus of this current study
and is located in the second section o f the outline, it is necessary to divide vss. 7-12 at
least into two smaller subunits. Consequently, the structuring and movement of
thought o f the second unit can be presented in the following way: God’s
incomprehensibility is the main focus in vss. 7-9, whereas vss. 10-12 picture
God’s indisputable justice.3
As for its genre, chap. 11 belongs to the category o f the disputation speeches,4
!The phrase D’DB TD S literally means, “the heights of heavens.”
2For a detailed structural analysis see Clines, Job 1 -2 0 ,17:257. See also
Murphy, Wisdom Literatm, 29; Hartley, The Book o f Job, 193. N. Habel divides chap.
11 into two major sections. Norman C. Habel, The Book o f Job: A Commentary, OTL
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 204.
3Robert L. Alden, Job: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition o f Holy
Scripture NW Text, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1993), 11:143-145.
4Murpfay, Wisdom Literature, 29; Clines, Job 1-20,17:257.
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which is structured by legal (vss. 2-6) and wisdom motifs (vs. 12), hymnic (vss. 7-8)
and prophetic elements (vss. 15-19), and other specific rhetorical devices.

Exegetical Notes
The term Sheol o f vs. 8 is located in a passage of great beauty and also of a
fundamental truth that God is absolute in His power as well as His wisdom. It is
exactly this theme o f God’s unfathomable knowledge that is introduced in the form of
questions by Zophar in vs. 7.

ksqd
at

:

*

nibx ipnn
“

j

v:

Sv j ** ~

Can you fathom the depths o f God?

Kaon ntf n'bsprw dx
st

s

*

j

- -

\ * : ~

■"

<*

Or can you discover the limit o f the Almighty?
The two lines o f vs. 7 contain parallel rhetorical questions. Both lines have
the same key verb XSQF1 (“[can] you find out”), which in the current context has th e.
meaning “to discover a deep truth o f a matter,” “explore,” “attain,” “learn,” or
“penetrate.”3 Zophar employs the same verb X 20 twice, but each time with a
different connotation.4 Moreover, each question demands a negative reply, “you
cannot find out the depth of God” and “you cannot discover the limit o f the

‘Ibid., 257-258.
2Compare Job 11:2 and 38:16.
3See Michael A. Grisanti, “X3D,” NIDOTTE, 2:1061-63; “X3Q ” BDB, 594;
Reybum, The Book o f Job, 219-220.
4Anthony R. Ceresko, “The Function o f Antanaclasis (m§ ’ ‘to find’ // m§ ’ ‘to
reach, overtake, grasp’) in Hebrew Poetry, Especially in the Book o f Qoheleth,” CBQ
44 (1982): 551-568.
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Almighty.”1This idea is further emphasized by two synonyms "Ipn (“searching,”
“thing to be searched out”) and fT^DF! (“end,” “perfection”), which express God’s
unlimited greatness, wisdom, and power. Here the object of the search is not
established because it is “unsearchable” and “immeasurable,” and therefore the
searching is to have no success or any satisfactory result.
Zophar’s questioning reaches its further progression and intensification in vss.
8 and 9, where he employs a form succinct but powerful by nature-spatial imagery.
b rarrn n
what can you do?
7

:

•

^m a
It is higher than heavens

~

* “

jn rrrra
what can you know?

7

" I T

*riKra n p n y
deeper than Sheol

m n fiK D r o i i t
longer than earth is its measure
a

t

*

JT

i

\3V

* *

vs. 8

~

s - :

j t

vs. 9

rn m i
T

7

:

and broader than the sea
It may seem that in these verses the identification o f the objects of the
investigation would lead to the expected results, but the goal o f the quest is
inaccessible, unrealizable, and unattainable. The spatial dimensions expressed by the
masculine plural noun ’TDa (“heights”) and three feminine adjectives
(“deep”),

(“long”), n iirn a (“broad,” “wide”) function to denote the totality o f

1Alden, Job, 11:144; Reybum, The Book ofJob, 220; Hartley, The Book o f Job,
197.
2Gordon H. Matties and Richard D. Patterson, “H pn,” NIDOTTE, 2:252-255;

“npry’RDR, 35o.
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God’s created world and refer to irbpF) (“end,” “perfection”) in vs. 7.1 The main
purpose o f the four dimensional terms is to describe the two noun pairs,
(“heavens”) and

(“the grave”), jHX (“earth”) and O' (“sea”), one of which

refers to vertical extremities and the other to horizontal vastness.
In light o f this exegetical information the function and purpose of the term
Sheol becomes manifest. Despite the fact that both nouns O'OT and b*\KW of vs. 8
are in parallel lines, they represent two extremities, the function of which is
diametrically opposite by their nature as well as direction. The term Sheol is used
only in an illustrative way to stress the place o f the dead as the opposite location to
heaven and no more.
The same is true concerning the words njpQl? and ’’(122. It should be noted
that the adjective HpOlJ, with the heavens as its counterpart, denotes not only “the
totality o f creation”3 but also describes the inaccessibility to the place of the dead or
Sheol.4 In the current context the adjective Hp W does not qualify Sheol as a
bottomless pit. E. Smick argues, “The NIV should not have used the word ‘grave’ for
blX C (§e’ol) in this context. The stress is on a place that is opposite to heaven and

!Hartley, The Book ofJob, 197-198.
2See exegesis sections on Amos 9:2, Ps 139:8, Deut 32:22, and Ps 86:13. The
last two references are very similar to the current text; however, there is no mention o f
the heavens above. For additional information concerning the search of wisdom at the
extremities of the universe see Habel, The Book o f Job, 208. Compare with Jer 23:24;
Hag 2:6; Ps 135:6, which do not deal so much with the wisdom o f God as with His
presence and ability to intervene in human affairs. Clines, Job 1-20,263-264.
3T. Desmond Alexander,

NIDOTTE, 3:438-440; “pbS,” BDB, 771.

4Karl-Martin Beyse, “p a » ,” TDOT, 11:202-208.
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very deep—the netherworld.”1 However, it is hard to agree with this conclusion,
because the preposition ]D (“from,” “out o f ’) functions here as a comparative marker2
and should be translated as “[more] than.” It is prefixed to the term Sheol or the
standard “by which the quality is measured,”3 that is, the wisdom of God is “deeper
than Sheol” or “deeper than [the deepest] grave.” In this case the location plays a
secondary role, because the emphasis is on “deeper” than.
Finally, both rhetorical questions bj?SPrnO (“what can you do?”) and
in r r n D (“what can you know?”) have only one answer, “Nothing.” The term U'T
(“to know,” “learn”) which is parallel to b ^ B (“to do”) means more than mere
intellectual knowledge,4 as it incorporates the ability to experience and act according
to that knowledge.5 The question “what can you know?” about Sheol, the place o f the
dead, leads to a negative reply. Only God has knowledge o f the grave and the dead in
it. It means that none o f these extremities, neither heavens nor Sheol, can be used as a
standard to measure the immeasurable and unfathomable wisdom o f God.6

Job 14:13

ffp

^Tnon ’Mssn bmm *|rr *•»
to w i pn 'b rrtfn

‘Smick, “Job,” EBC, 4:918.
2Waltke and O’Connor, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew, 212-214.
3Ibid.
4Terence E. Fretheim, “in \”NIDOTTE, 2:409-414.
5Hartley, The Book o f Job, 198.
Reichert, Job, 52.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Oh that You would hide me in Sheol,
that you would conceal me until your wrath is past,
that you would set a limit for me, and remember me!

Text Unit and Its Genre
The speech of Job in chaps. 12:1-14:22 marks the end o f the first cycle of
discourses and leads to the second. Structurally each chapter represents one separate
section or a major speech o f Job.1 Habel divides Job 14 into two major parts that
consist of vss. 1-4 and 7-22. The basic arrangement o f chap. 14:1 -22 can be
outlined in the following way:3
Human suffering and brevity o f life
A contrast between tree and man concerning their future
Job’s desire for a respite in Sheol
Hopelessness o f man’s lot

(vss. 1-6)
(vss. 7-12)
(vss. 13-17)
(vss. 18-22)

The overall genre is a lament focused on the brevity o f human life and the
inescapability o f death.4 The speech consists of various genre elements: elaborated
wish (vss. 13-17), wisdom instruction (vss. 7-9), plea (vss. 4-6), contrast (vss. 10-12),
complaint (vss. 18-22), similes (vss. 11,18, 19), etc.5

1Habel, The Book o f Job, 215-216; Mwphy, Wisdom Literature, 29.
2In his analysis Habel focuses mainly on axioms, nature analogies, and pivot
questions. Habel, The Book o f Job, 235-239.
JReybum divides the Psalm into three discourses on despair which alternate
with two on hope: vss. 1-6 (despair), vss. 7-9 (hope), vss. 10-12 (despair), vss. 13-17
(hope), and vss. 18-22 (despair). Reybum, The Book o f Job, 265. For other variants
see Clines, Job 1-20,285-286; Habel, The Book o f Job, 235-239; Andersen, Job, 169170.
4Rowley, Job, 127.
Especially see Clines, Job 1-20, 287-288; Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 30.
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Exegetkal Notes
In chap. 14 Job pictures Ms desperate circumstances by means of an extensive
description o f a human condition which in many ways is similar to the material
discussed in Job 7:9. However, a new element emerges here as Job focuses on human
subsistence with all its diverse life-and-death aspects and contrasts them with the cutdown tree, placing emphasis on the future life.
It is interesting to note how scholars understand death and the nature of the
term Sheol in chap. 14. For example, Hartley writes, “In Sheol that person is aware of
only his own disembodied, shadowy existence” and “for in OT thought at death the
body remains behind in the grave and the person or self descends to Sheol.”1 Habel,
in turn, comments that “they are not totally distinguished at death, but reduced to
shades with a capacity for pain and self-pity.” Reybum makes a similar remark, “that
the dead body, for at least a time, continues to feel pain.”3 Unfortunately, these
statements contradict the earlier conclusions drawn concerning the sphere o f the dead;
that is why the necessity o f discovering the nature and function o f the term Sheol in
Job 14:13 becomes apparent.
The verse under investigation not only is located in the midst of the intertwined
motifs of death, resurrection, judgment,4 and hope, but the specific vocabulary of this

‘Hartley, The Book o f Job, 240; Roy B. Zuck, Job (CMcago: Moody, 1978),
67.
2Habel, The Book o f Job, 244.
3Reybum, The Book o f Job, 281.
4See Job 9:5, 13, 32-34; 13:20-21; 14:13. Because o f space limitations the
“judgment” theme will not be considered here, except as it occurs in direct context of
the term Sheol.
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fourfold pattern is found in vs. 13 itself. When in his distress Job cries out
(lit, “who will give me,” or “oh that”) 1,3'TPlpf^ ^33320

“’D

(“you would

hide me in Sheol, that you would conceal me”), he uses two synonymous Hiphil verbs
]SS (“hide,” “treasure up”)2 and "IHD (“hide,” “conceal”),3 thus emphasizing his
agonizing wish for death. The sufferings o f Job are so excruciating that an immediate
death seems to be the most attractive option.
The fact that Job had a clear understanding concerning the main
anthropological issues is undoubtedly demonstrated by the frequent recurrence o f the
life-and-death imagery and his particular emphasis on it. As was seen from the
discussion o f Job 7:9, in order to underline the brevity, transience, and fragility o f a
human life Job repeatedly draws analogies and comparisons from nature. For
example, in 14:2 Job uses two similes, “tiQiP
shadow and does not last”)4 and

H IT I (“and he flees like a

8 2 ^ f ’jSS (“like a flower he comes forth and

withers”),5 and in vs. 6 he refers to a hireling. Nothing is more unsubstantial or
floating than a shadow or the short-lived life o f a flower. The imagery is “that o f
silence and sudden disappearance,”6 which by itself excludes any idea o f further
movement, progression, or existence.

JSee also Job 6:8; 11:5; 13:5; 14:4,13; 19:23 (twice); 23:3; 29:2; 31:31,35.
2“]SS ” BDB, 860; Siegfried Wagner, “]SS ” TDOT, 12:450-454.

3“in p ,” BDB, 712; Siegfried Wagner, “in O ,” TDOT, 10:362-372.
41 Chr 29:15; Pss 102:11; 144:4; Qoh 6:12.
5Isa 40:6-7; Pss 37:2,20; 90:5-6; 103:15-16.
^eybum , The Book o f Job, 267.
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To describe the inescapability o f death Job uses the basic four terms for man
both interchangeably and comprehensively, namely, (1) CHK (“man,” vss. 1,10)
which as a generic term for mankind alludes to man’s substance, that humans are “dust
from the ground” (Gen 2:7); (2) “Q3 (“strong man,” vss. 10,14); (3) !£TK (“man,”
“male,” vs. 12), and (4) H3i3R (“weak,” “mortal man,” vs. 19). By highlighting these
lexical nuances Job achieves a double effect: (1) he clearly demonstrates human frailty
and (2) he confirms death as a great leveler.
Furthermore, the variety o f verbs and various images used by Job to designate
death or dying provides not only a rather clear picture o f the nature and function of
Sheol but also leads to the intensification o f the major point, which is the finality of
death. According to Job, D IR comes forth

(“and withers,” “is cut off,” vs. 2),1

rra 9! (“and he flees,” vs. 2),2 liOXP tib) (“and stands not,” vs. 2), HIP 1131
(“and a strong man dies,” vs. 10), ^ 0 * 1 (“and is prostrate,” vs. 10),3 F1P1 (“and he
breathes his last,” “dies,” vs. 10), PKI (“and where is he?” vs. 10), ID l|i ttTKI
(“and man lies down,” vs. 12), DIpyKVl (“and he rises not,” vs. 12),
(“they awake not,” vs. 12), and OJTDOQ
sleep,” vs. 12),

** ?

$b

(“they are not roused from their

(“and he goes,” vs. 20),4 *P3D 113^13 (“changing his face,” vs.
BDB,7 516.

2“r m ” BDB, 138; Earl S. Kalland, ‘TH S,” TWOT, 1:131; Johann
Gamberoni, T H S ” TDOT, 2:249-253.
3“© ^ n ,” BDB, 325.
4As was seen previously, the term "ij^n is often used as a metaphor for
“dying.” See Gen 15:2; 1 Kgs 2:2; 1 Chr 17:1*1; Job 10:21; 19:10; Ps 39:14; Qoh
3:20; “^ H ,” BDB, 237.
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20),1 and

(“You send him away,” vs. 20),2 which is parallel to “and he

goes.” It is particularly important to note that about half of the above vocabulary
refers to the process o f dying and the other half to the state o f the dead in Sheol.
However, none o f these terms contain the slightest hint that the dead in Sheol continue
to exist in one form or another.
Moreover, in vs. 21 Job focuses on the state o f the dead by providing a detailed
explanation which contains clear insights concerning the nature and function o f the
term Sheol,7in1
?
it

pt-kVi ruran' in;* kVi r n Harr (“his sons may come to
i / * t

i:

:

• :

a t -

j

:

t

t

v

j

:

:

•

x

y

honor, but he does not know it; they may be brought low, but he does not perceive it”).
This view that the dead know nothing and that there is no knowledge in Sheol is in
perfect harmony with the views expressed by the prophets and psalmists, as they
strongly emphasize the finality o f death and that in Sheol any mental, spiritual, or
physical activity is terminated.3
In order to deepen the theme o f the finality o f death and with it the destruction
o f human hope4 to survive the most horrible tragedies, Job employs in vss. 18 and 19
four particular observations from nature: (1) b lip b p i n n (“the falling mountain
crumbles away,” vs. 18), (2) iOpQD pFtfT
place,” vs. 18), (3) DTD

(“and a rock is moved from its

D‘TOIt (“waters wear away stones,” vs. 19), and

’The phrase refers to the distorted face o f the dead person. See 6TDI|f,” BDB,
1040; Robert B. Chisholm, “H30 ” NIDOTTE, 4:190-191.
2See “n b sf,” BDB, 1019.
“

Y

7

3See discussions on Isa 38:18; Prov 9:18; Pss 88:11-13; 115:17; Qoh 9 :5 ,10.
4See vss. 7 and 19.
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(4) ^*TNr"ISI7 JTrTSp^tolOfl (“the torrents wash away the soil o f the earth,” vs.
19). All four analogies convey one and the same message as they refer to the process
of disintegration, dislodgment, and the irreversibility of the consequences. Just as
“mountain,” “rock,” “stones,” and “the soil o f the earth,” all o f which function as
symbols of immovability and durability, disappear, so also man is transient and
subject to the finality o f death.
Before continuing the discussion on vs. 13 it should be noted that the two
parallel lines of vs. 22, bnK nv

*

iT

“

vbs
i t

*?

if e :r- s a io :* 1 vbv I n t o: ' i xI - (“but Ms body
:

a t

•

j t

t

t

v

J

pains him, and his soul for him mourns”) do not mean that Job suddenly contradicts
himself or that he denies his previously articulated view on the state o f the dead.
Some scholars assert that in vs. 22 Job describes his suffering in Sheol as “both
Physical . . . and mental” pain.1 However, this difficult verse should not be
interpreted and used as a proof that the dead in Sheol suffer physically and mentally,
no matter how great the scholarly tendency to implant in the text the notion o f survival
in the underworld.
The function o f vs. 22 is predicated by the language, which is quite specific,
not only here but in the whole chapter as well. On the one hand, it is employed to
create a graphic imagery o f the destructive power o f death, and on the other, to refer to
the resurrection hope.2 For example, in vs. 14, by picturing himself as being dead in
Sheol and by using highly figurative, vivid mental pictures, Job punctuates his wish by
5Zuck, Job, 67. Compare with Reybum, The Book o f Job, 281.
2Ben C. Ollenburger, “If Mortals Die, Will They Live Again? The Old
Testament and Resurrection,” Ex Auditu: An Annual o f the Frederik Neumann
Symposium on Theological Interpretation o f Scripture, Princeton Theological
Seminary 9 (1993): 29-44.
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the figures o f personification,

h w K ’XIIS *’£ 7 *73 (“All the

days o f my service I will wait until my change comes”), and *pS7t< TDDKI X’Tpfl
(“You will call and I will answer,” vs. 15). Job refers in these verses to his current
situation and to the rapidly approaching event of death. Consequently, it is more than
clear that in Sheol the dead do not “serve,” “wait,” or “answer.”1
Exactly the same development takes place in vs. 22 where the term 3X3
(“be in pain,” “anguish”)2 “refers to an injury that objectively damages the vital force
o f a sentient being, causing subjective suffering.”3 R. Moses presents a quite profound
exposition on vs. 22:
Job 14:22, however, states the cause o f the pain that is felt ( ‘al with a reflexive
pronominal suffix the only occurrence in the qal o f k ’b with ‘al). The man whose
face God has disfigured, whom he has “dismissed,” can no longer share in the
fortune, good or ill, o f his own children, because he is already consigned to death.
His “flesh” and “soul,” i.e., his total bodily existence, during his own lifetime are
already and totally ( ’ah) dominated by sorrow for his own fate ('alayw yik’ab par.
’bl ’alayw). Here the qal o f k ’b denotes the pain occasioned by a sense of one’s
own imminent and certain end, which leaves no room for any other human
emotion.4
This observation is in perfect harmony with Job 2:13, where the expression
1There are specific life situations when, talking about death or the dead in the
grave, we use in our conversational language a phraseology similar to that of Job. I
have heard such expressions as “I must go; my mother (father, brother, or sister) is
waiting for me” or “he, she, they are waiting for. . . ” By referring to “waiting” only
few believe that the particular dead one is “alive” in a literal sense. Generally, the
term is used to allude to the rapidly approaching death o f the living one who is
contemplating the grave or the future individual resurrection from the grave.
2Terence E. Fretheim, “2X 3,” NIDOTTE, 2:575-576.
3Rudolf Mosis, “3X 3,” TDOT, 7:7-12.
4Ibid., 9. Fohrer, Das Buch Hiob, 260. Compare lob 2:13; 5:17; 16:6; 33:19;
Gen 34:25; Pss 38:18; 39:3; 69:27,30, etc.
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“«n atort hip'D (“that Ms pain/grief/suffering was very great”) contains the
same term in the form o f a noun 2KS (“pain”) in order to depict his tremendous
agony. The same idea and meaning are found in 16:6 where Job describes his pain
that is not assuaged by the words T3K3 (“my pain”).
It should be noted that there is another way to interpret the verses under
scrutiny, namely, by means of a poetic personification.1 Job ascribes to
his imagined dead body sensation, intelligence, and consciousness. Moreover, this
sort o f figurative language in which inanimate things speak and act contains a wellknown feature, which is often used concerning the objects totally devoid o f these
attributes (see Judg 9:8-15). Besides, vs. 22 is coupled with vs. 21, which emphasizes
the fact that the dead in Sheol do not know anything. However, this approach has
problems with the general context and the mode o f Job’s speech.
Finally, after expressing his wish in vs. 13, “Oh that You would hide me in
Sheol, that you would conceal me until your wrath is past,” Job continues by picking
up an extremely significant theme, which negates the teacMng o f the soul’s existence
in the underworld and at the same time is in perfect harmony with the entire Hebrew
Scripture. By carefully chosen words , 3*1S?rn p h ' b

(“that You would set a

limit for me, and remember me”), Job addresses vitally important theological,
anthropological, and eschatologicai issues, which in the context o f Sheol provide an
answer concerning the question o f how final is the finality o f death.
In vs. 13, Job uses one o f the major terms pft (“sometMng prescribed,” “a

'See BDB, 456.
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statute or due”) 1 with at least three dimensions:
1. The dimension of time refers to the period between two fixed points,
beginning and end (birth and death) or end and beginning (death and resurrection),
whether in the past, present, or future.2 In other words, Job matches spatial and
temporal aspects by referring to his life of suffering under the current cosmic order as
one phase (vs. 5) and to his resurrection as another (Job 14:13; 24:l).3 Already in
chap. 8:7 he stresses two extremely important terms, rP$X*l (“first,” “former”) and

nnrrn (“latter,” “future” [of time]) which are picked up again in the following
chapters.4
2. Another dimension refers to the eschatologically fixed time point of
individual resurrection, '’JlDTrn (Qal impf. 2 m. s. “and You will remember me”),5
which means that the point of temporal division is actualized according to a divinely
appointed decree.6
3. On the third dimension G. Liedke comments with the following words: “It
is clear that the ptl always involves a superior and an inferior; it is the result of an

*“p n ” BDB, 349; Peter Enns, “p h ” NIDOTTE, 2:250-251.
2Helmer Ringgren, “ppn,”TDOT, 5:139-147.
3It should be stressed that “the biblical hope of resurrection does not come
from the fertility cults or the cycle o f nature.” Andersen, Job, 171; see also Donald H.
Gard, “The Concept of the Future Life According to the Greek Translator o f the Book
of Job,” JBL 73 (1954): 137-143.
4SeeExcursus3; Janzen, Job, 111.
5Allen, “"IDT,” NIDOTTE, 1:1100-1106.
6Janzen, Job, 111.
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action carried out by the superior and affecting the inferior.”1 Here the noun p h
functions as the object of the verb

(Qa! impf. 2 m. s. “You would set/appoint”)

and the superior is Yahweh himself.2
All the three dimensions come together and reach their culmination in the
concluding phrase ‘TTSTH']. Moreover, the idea of resurrection is further intensified
by the Hiphil verb fp^?rP (“that it will sprout again/change,” vs. 7),3 the noun form
■’n a ^ n (“my change,” vs. 14), referring to a “revival after death,”4 a highly
significant term in Job’s vocabulary HlpR (“hope,” vs. 7),5 a resurrection term HT!
(“to live,” vs. 14), the question iTTPn "02 IDDyOK (“if a [strong] man dies, will
he live again?” vs. 14), requiring a positive answer, “Yes,”6 and finally, the language
of original creation in chap. 14:15, which emphasizes the unity o f Yahweh, His

'“Es ist deutlich, dafi der p h sich immer zwischen einem Ubergeordneten und
einem Untergeordneten abspielt, und zwar als Ergebnis einer Handlung, die der
Ubergeordnete ausiibt und die den Untergeordneten betrifft.” Gerhard Liedke, Gestalt
und Bezeichnung alttestamentlicher Rechtssatze, Wissenschaftliche Monographien
zum Alten und Neuen Testament 39 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1971),
154-186, esp. 166-169; Ringgren, “ppn,” 5:142.
2Compare with Jer 5:22; Ezek 16:27; Ps 148:6; Job 14:5; 23:14; 28:26; 30:10;
Prov 8:28; 30:8. See also Richard Ernst Hentschke, Satzung undSetzender:
Ein Beitrag zur israelitischen Rechtsterminologie, BWANT 5, no. 3 (Stuttgart: W.
Kohihammer, 1963), 91.
BDB, 322.
4“H D ^ n ,” BDB, 322.
T

■ “J

?

5Job uses the term 12 times. “HIpR,” BDB, 876.
6Here the answer is positive because o f specific vocabulary and context,
whereas in Ps 88:10-12, a similar Aetorical question calls for a negative response.
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creation, and the resurrection of the dead.1
This brief exegesis o f Job 14:13 demonstrates that Job employs the term Sheol
as a poetic synonym for the place o f the dead, or more specifically, the grave. He is
well aware o f the nature and function o f Sheol, its limitations, and the destructive
power o f death including its helplessness before Yahweh. This explains the absence
o f any description o f the so-called spirit world. Instead, Job contemplates and focuses
his attention on the individual resurrection, “which may be described as protoapocalyptic in scope and character.”2 It functions as the true alternative to the soul
survival or shade existence in the underworld, and that is why Job is ready to go down
to Sheol, his temporary “hiding place,” in faith.

Job 17:13,16

tp 2 h im rnp«"OK 13
nra im~hs nrruK n m n b m ^ 2 1 6
“

T

T T

”

*

T

;

— -

;

-------

Translation and Textual Remarks
13 If3 1 wait for4 Sheol as my house,
and spread my couch in the darkness,
because o f space limitations none o f these terms will be discussed here. For
additional comments on the individual resurrection see Excursus 3.
2Janzen, Job, 110.
3Scholars interpret the particle DK variously. Gordis uses it as the emphatic
“indeed.” Gordis, The Book o f Job, 184. E. Dhorme takes it as an interrogative.
Dhorme, A Commentary on the Book o f Job, 253.
4Gordis takes m p (“wait,” “hope”) as a denominative from Ip, meaning
“line,” hence “I mark out.” Gordis, The Book o f Job, 184. See also Naphtali H. TurSinai, The Book o f Job: A New Commentary (Jerusalem: Kiryath Sepher, 1967), 282283.
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16 To the bars1 o f Sheol it goes down;
When we descend2 together to the dust.

Text Unit and Its Genre
As part o f a three-cycle series o f speeches, chaps. 16 and 17 contain the
fourth discourse o f Job as he dialogues with each of his friends successively, or the
second reply to Eliphaz. Here Job matches his wording, by means o f contrast, with
the ideas of the preceding speaker, but in a more aggressive and straightforward
manner.3
Since there is no break between the chapters they form a single coherent major
block within the larger framework. Nonetheless, there is no consensus among
scholars as to its basic structure, its individual units or subunits.4
For the purpose o f this study, which focuses mainly on vss. 13 and 16, it is not
lrrhe LXX has rj pet’ epou etc §6pv, meaning “truly with me to Sheol” which
is followed by the NASB, NJB, NEB, NSAB, AB.
2It is assumed that the verb DTO is Qal impf. 1 c.p. However, Owens takes

nra as n. f. s. paus., and translates it as “a rest (of death).” Owens, Analytical Key o f
the Old Testament, 3:189.
-5

a

For details see Andersen, Job, 179.
4Hartley divides the speech into four major sections: A dispute with the
comforters (16:1-6); a personal lament with a complaint against God (16:7-17); the
heavenly witness (16:18-22); and a personal lament (17:1-16). Hartley, The Book o f
Job, 256. Habel’s outline is much more complicated:
A Exordium
B Complaint against God as the Enemy
C Cry o f Hope amid Despair
B1 Complaint against the Friends
C1 Cry o f Despair about Hope

16:1-5
6-17
16:18-17:1
17:2-10
11-16

Habel, The Book o f Job, 267. Compare also the outlines o f Clines, Job 1-20,375, and
Reybum, The Book o f Job, 305.
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necessary to solve every demarcation problem, as it is possible to divide chap. 17
thematically into the following sections:1

Complaint against mockers and imminence of death
Description of distress
The fruitlessness o f friends
Hope in death and Sheol

(17:1-5)
(17:6-9)
(17:10-12)
(17:13-16)

The overarching genre of Job 16 and17 belongs to the category o f the
disputation speech. It contains such form elements as lament (17:1-2,4 -6 , 11-16),
wisdom controversy (17:5), plea (17:3-5), complaint (17:7-10), etc.3

Exegetical Notes
Being under tremendous emotional tension, Job verbalizes the reality of his life
by three short phrases: r 6 a n T in (“my spirit is broken”),

'IT (“my days are

extinguished”), and ’’b D’HIlp (“the grave is ready for me,” 17:1). The “grave” in
the last phrase

O'HIlp is in the plural, which literally means “graves for me.” This

expression functions as a poetically compressed form to refer to the imagery of
graveyard or cemetery that awaits Job,4 and as there is no verb in the phrase it is
supplied by an adjective “ready” (RSV, NKJV, NRSV) or a verb “awaits” (NIV).
Job knows that his vindicator O ^D llX nsn (“surely is in heavens,” 16:19)
and Ms separation from God by death is not everlasting (19:25-27), but for the time

!G. Fohrer omits vss. 8-10 and as a result he has the following outline: 17:1-4;
5-7; 11-13; 14-16. Fohrer, Das Buch Hiob, 292-296.

2Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 32; Clines, Job 1-20, 17:376.
3For other genre elements see Clines, Job 1-20, 17:376-377.
4Reybum, The Book o f Job, 321.
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being, death for Job is an inevitable reality that is further demonstrated in an
elaborated description in 17:13-16, where Sheol and the terms related to it are
analogous to the express noun D'HOp.
Before exegeting the unit under scrutiny, a few brief references to academic
works will help us to better understand how scholars perceive and identify the place o f
the dead here. Generally scholars refer to the term Sheol in vss. 13-16 either as “the
1
•
*)
destination o f soul,” “the region o f departed spirits,” “great subterranean dungeon
with gates,”3 or “a veritable dwelling place,”4 “composed o f houses, each with a door
or windows.”5 However, as was seen earlier, these and similar conclusions are
incompatible with the speeches o f Job which reveal his clear insights concerning death
and the state of the dead in Sheol.
First o f all, in vss. 13 and 14, which form the apodosis o f conditional
sentences, Job describes his seemingly fast-approaching death with all its inescapable
consequences. He introduces his reflections on the grand theme o f Sheol and hope
with the conjunctive particle OK (“i f ’).6 At the same time vss. 15 and 16, which start

tessan e, The Book o f Job, 106.
2Bames, Job, 1:302.
3R eichert, Job, 89.

4Dhorme, Job, 253.
5Hartley, The Book o f Job, 271; Hartley makes a reference to Joseph Reider,
“Contribution to the Scriptural Text,” HUCA 24 (1952-1954): 85-106, esp. 102-103.
6“DK” RDR, 50.
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with the interrogative adverb rP X \ (“where”), function as the protasis. The entire

unit serves as a soliloquy of Job as his thoughts are focused on death and its
after-effect in Sheol.
In the first line o f vs. 13, T P 3 ViX© HlpX "DK (“if I wait for Sheol as my
house”), Job compares the place of the dead with “house.” The structure T P 3 (“my
house”) is parallel to Sheol and refers to the grave.1 It is instructive to note that the

expressions In Job 30:23, TT1?!?*? “WlD W p (“and the house appointed for all the
living”), and in Qoh 12:4,

D”M n ^ r H S (“for man is going to

his eternal home”), unmistakably designate the grave and emphasize its spatial and
temporal dimensions. Similarly, the author ofPs 49:12 speaks about Sheol and the
grave by succinctly picturing an impressive imagery o f the consequences of death,
n h i s b 1DTI3 OjSnp2 (“their tombs are their homes forever,” Ps 49:12).
The second line continues to expand on the house imagery by using a familiar
metaphorical expression, THUT '’THEn ^©rt3 (“[and] spread my couch in the
darkness”), which also alludes to the place o f the dead, the grave. The masculine noun
in the phrase

(“in the darkness”)3 Is equivalent to both the term Sheol and

‘“T O ,” BDB, 110; Hany A. Hoffiier, T P 2 ,” TDOT, 2:107-116; Gerald H.
Wilson, “IT S ” N1DOTTE, 1:655-657.

2It is recommended to read O'HUp for D“Q p . See Craigie, Psalms 1-50,
19:356-357.
3For the term
(“darkness”) as the designation of Sheol or death see the
discussion on 1 Sam 2:6; Ps 88:4; Job 7:9. See also “^j©n,” BDB, 365; Pss 35:6;
88:13,19; 143:3; Lam 3:6; Job 15:30; 18:18; 22:11; Qdh 6:4; 11:8; Nab 1:8, etc.
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T P 3 , each of which not only functions to create a specific mental picture of the
sphere of death, but also in a way provides some descriptive elements, referring to the
spatial and qualifying aspects of the grave.
The phrase ’inST ^FnQ") (“spread my couch”) contains two rare words. The
first term IDT has the meaning “to spread” or “support,”' whereas OTSP is a poetic
word for a “bed” or “couch.” The phrase alludes to preparing one’s bed or going to
sleep, which in turn emphasizes the linguistic association between sleep and death.
The rationale for the mutual relationship between death and sleep in the grave is
rooted in their imagery and commonly shared elements. The main focus here is on the
mental picture of “spreading his couch in the darkness,” which not only incorporates
the imagery o f death in terms o f sleep3 but also emphasizes the close association
between “couch/bed” and Sheol as the place o f the dead.4 Furthermore, by means of
a comparison, A. Murtonen draws an important conclusion concerning the state of the
dead in Sheol: he refers to it as that o f unconsciousness or sleeping.5

‘See ““ID1,” BDB, 951; Victor P. Hamilton, “l E H N1DOTTE, 3:1181.
2“OT2T ” BDB, 467.
-

T

3McAlpine, Sleep, Divine & Human, 144.
4See discussion on Isa 14:11; 57:9 (vs. 2); Ezek 32:21 (vs. 25). Compare 2 Cfar
16:14 and Job 21 :26; Holman, “Analysis o f the Text of Ps 139,” 37-51, and 198-227,
esp. 50-52.
5Aimo Edward Murtonen, The Living Soul: A Study o f the Meaning o f the
Word naefaes in the Old Testament, Stadia Orientaiia 23, no. 1 (Helsinki:
Suomalaisen Kirajallisuuden Kigapaino, 1958), 33. See discussion on Ps 6:6; also Pss
88:11-13 and 115:17.
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In vs. 14 Job continues to elaborate on the nature and function of Sheol by
using a highly figurative, family-related language:

r h

t

ntvtib
- a -

-

If I call to the pit,

nm
TAT

*

T

“You are my father!”

n m b a,nn*o sm
/
it

° it

*

*

•

•

“My mother and my sister!”— to the worm.
By employing two powerful images o f destruction, DTO’5? (“to the pit”)1 and
(“to the worm”), Job develops and progressively intensifies the idea of
decomposition and the finality o f his death. Both expressions nmh and

are

personified and function in parallel to each other and to Sheol. It should be recalled
that in Ps 16:10 the term JTtjD is equivalent to

and as was seen earlier, it

designates the grave, the place o f corruption and decay, where worms feed on the dead
body till the corpse is destroyed.
By applying the imagery o f “father,” “mother,” and “sister,” which usually
designates the most intimate relationships,2 to “the pit” and “the worm,” Job
-5

emphasizes their foil authority over him in death. The fact that Job uses family
terminology in a metaphorical sense is more than clear. Normally by the terms

!For discussion on the term nnSf see discussion on Isa 38:10,18. See also Isa
51:14; Ezek 28:8; Jonah 2:7; Pss 16:10; 30:10; 49:10; 55:24; 103:4; Job 33:18,22,24,
28,30; Pope, “The Word n n ti in Job 9:31,” 269-278.
2Alden, Job, 193.
3Christopher J. H. Wright, “2K,” NIDOTTE, 1:219-223; Andersen, Job, 187.
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“father” and “mother” one indicates particular relationships, designates originators,
and refers to them as those who exercise protective and caring activities.
Furthermore, by employing highly figurative language Job points out that in
death “the pit”” and “the worm” would take the place o f his earthly parents in a
negative sense; instead o f caring they would destroy him. The feminine noun HDT
(“worm”) functions here as the substitute for '’DK (“my mother”) and

(“my

sister”) and has a collective meaning.1 Commenting on this subject, Reybum explains
that “the thought is o f a mass of worms that will eat Job’s remaining flesh in the
grave” and “not the worms that are already eating him.” The same imagery is also
found in Job 21:26,7n r r b v
tv

** “ :

neon nani (“and worms cover them”).
/* .* * -;

t

* :

y

In brief,7 as if

being already dead and buried, Job is entirely subjected to their destructive power
“because they are equally encased in the earth.”3
Despite the fact that vs. 16 contains various textual problems, the main idea is
clear. In this final verse Job focuses once more on Sheol as the place o f no existence.
The term bitfD is equivalent to 1 W (“dust”),4 and TOTT) (“it goes down”)5
corresponds to a poetical word fTO (“descend”). Exactly the same relationship
lFmw. Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Book o f Job, 2 vols. (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961), 1:304.
"Reybum, The Book o f Job, 331.
3Gordis, The Book o f Job, 185.
4On 1DU see Excursus 1.
T

T

5For the term *TT
see discussion on Gen 37:35 and other related texts.
- r
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between death, dust, and the grave is distinctly emphasized in the following texts:
330X i w b
for now I will lie down in the dust
AT

t v

JT T

V

T

~

4

Job7:21

S’

23 m
m s - b v ia sn
and with Mm on the dust it shall lie down

job

m a r I D S 'b s 1FT
together on the dust they lie down

Job 21:26

«t

AT

:

•

:

/t t

*

-

JT T

•

:

-

”

20:11

Similar language is also employed in Dan 12:2, ^DIPnO lR ]3EPQ □’’ST]
(“and many o f those who sleep in the dust o f the ground”), whereas Isa 26:19 speaks
about 1DP

(“dwellers in the dust”).1 All these references in one way or

another refer to the grave, thus highlighting the nature o f its poetical equivalent Sheol.
Against this background it is particularly significant to note that factually Job
is dealing here with fundamental issues o f anthropology as a unified whole, namely,
man was made o f n 0 1 K rr]D

mm

;jt~ :

(“the dust from the ground,” Gen 2:7), then

(“we are dust,” Ps 103:14), and at death

/ t t

y

v

s t

IW 'b v Dim
; t t

**

t t

:

(“man to dust returns,” Job 34:15). The fact that man’s quality is unmistakably
designated by the Hebrew Scripture as 1 W (“dust”) is also demonstrated by other
writers: •p aw ; o n D sr^ ri p in r (“they expire and to their dust they return,” Ps
104:29) and lB B 7 rb & 3 0 bSTT) lh m ~ } D ITT! b '3 1 (“all are from the dust,
/

ITT

V

‘.‘

ST

%

i

T

T

IV

i

*

J T T

“

^

and all return to dust,” Qoh 3:20). The association of man with “the dust o f the
ground” turns into a literal synthesis when the corpse is brought HID"!DP1?] (“to the

1Compare with Pss 22:16, 30; 30:10. See also

BDB, 780.
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dust o f death,” Ps 22:16). Indeed, not only the “analogy of dust,” but also the rest of
the anthropological and theological aspects o f the Scriptures are absolutely
irreconcilable with the philosophy o f the so-called immortal element, which would
leave man at death and continue its existence in Sheol.
Finally, although the phrase h w

’’1 3 (“bars of Sheol”) 1 is not so lucid as

scholars would prefer to see it, there is absolutely no reason to take it literally because
it functions as a figurative expression. None o f the following imagery that has been
already discussed, as for instance

(“from the hand o f Sheol”),2

's b

(“at the mouth of Sheol,” Ps 141:7), OTD3 *71X1$ H S T n n (“Sheol opens wide its
throat,” Isa 5:14), and ^1X0 ]D 3P (“from the belly o f Sheol,” Jonah 2:3),3 can be
interpreted or applied to Sheol literally. Consequently, the expression “bars of Sheol”
functions as an epithet for the grave itself, and no more.
In conclusion, as in the previous texts, vss. 13-16 contain no evidence that the
souls o f the righteous or the wicked would go down to some subterranean spirit world
or Sheol, which is frequently presented as the land of dust and darkness where the
spirits of the dead or their shadows continue their miserable existence. On the
contrary, the context shows that Job speaks only about the grave, and such a definite
term as

in Job 17:1, which is associated with vss. 13-16, in no way can

function as a synonym o f the so-called netherworld.
'See discussion on Isa 38:10 and “1 3 ,” BDB, 94.
2Pss 49:16; 89:49; Hos 13:14.
3For other similar expressions see Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, 180.
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Job knew that all worldly hopes and concerns come to their end in the grave
and that everything would rest in the dust. Because hope is synonymous with life1 it
cannot continue its existence where there is no life. In spite o f his critical
circumstances and the question in vs. 15, TiTpn isK r m (“and where then is my
hope?”), Job had a hope and he had described it already in 16:17-21. This idea of
hope is beautifully summarized by Harris: “The poignancy of Job’s question shows
that he hoped for more than the grave (Sheol) and its dust (17:16). His hope as he had
said in 14:15 was for a future where God would call him to a new life,” and then he
continues, “This hope is made explicit in Job’s famous declaration o f 19:25-27.”2

Job 21:13

w r biKttf urm orra*; 2 im
Translation and Textual Remarks
They spend their days in prosperity,
and in a moment3 they go down to Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
The sixth response o f Job in chap. 21:1-34 is unique not only because it closes
the second cycle o f speeches4 but also because o f its nature, which reveals the

'Hartley, The Book o f Job, 271; Robert A. Watson, The Book o f Job (New
York: Armstrong and Son, 1908), 210-212; Jay S. Southwick, “Job: An Exemplar for
Every Age,” Encounter 45, no. 4 (1984): 373-391.
2Harris, “Why Hebrew She 51 Was Translated ‘Grave,’” 69. See Excursus 3.
3The NIV, NRSV, and NJB translate VT)21 “and in peace.”
4Andersen, Job, 22,197-198.
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vehement challenges and counterattacks o f Job against the views of his friends,2
especially their understanding o f the doctrine of retribution.
Taking note of the fact that various scholarly attempts to determine the basic
structural arrangement o f Job 21 have resulted in quite differing outlines4 that are of
little help for the current study, one way to demarcate the unit including vs. 13 as
limited in size as possible is to sketch the design along the lines o f Job’s
argumentation:5
Happiness for the wicked
Prosperity o f the wicked
No need of God
No calamity for the wicked
God reserves punishment for the wicked
Description of two deaths
The glory of the wicked

(vss. 1-6)
(vss. 7-13)
(vss. 14-16)
(vss. 17-18)
(vss. 19-22)
(vss. 23-26)
(vss. 27-34)

The overall genre o f chap. 21 is based on Job’s debate with his friends and can
be categorized as another disputation speech.6

Andersen, Job, 22, 197-198.
2Habel, The Book o f Job, 323, 324; Balmer H. Kelly, “Truth in Contradiction,”
Interpretation 15 (1961): 147-156. Compare the arguments of Eliphaz (15:20-30),
Biidad (18:5-21), and Zophar (20:5-29).
3Westermann, Structure o f the Book ofJob, 87-90.
4Reybum divides chap. 21 into four units: vss. 1-6; 7-16; 17-26; 27-34.
Reybum, The Book o f Job, 386-387. According to Hartley, the speech has three major
sections: vss. 1-6; 7-33 (it is divided into vss. 7-16; 17-21; 22-26; 27-33); and 34.
Hartley, The Book o f Job, 310,312. See also Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 33-34.
5The structural arrangement is shortened and based on HabePs detailed outline.
Habel, The Book o f Job, 324.
6Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 34; Habel, The Book o f Job, 323-340; Fohrer,
Das Buch Hiob, 339-340; Westermann, Structure o f the Book o f Job, 25-28.
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Exegetical Notes
As the main theme and focus o f the current chapter are on the prosperity of the
wicked and not on Sheol, a succinct summary o f the main point and a few exegetical
notes will suffice.
Contrary to Zophar’s claims (20:12-19) that the wicked die prematurely, Job
refers to the daily observable facts with the question

(“why,” vs. 7), which

dominates all the subsequent verses.1 Why do TTP OTyijn (“the wicked live”),
(“continue on”),
fD 3
1

J

T

T O r o i (“also grow mighty in power,” vs. 7);

DlTtt(“their seed/children are established,” vs.
<T

:***

8);' “11138 mb© DHTQ
“ AT

(“their houses are safe [peace] from fear”); "p'lp'T

♦

J

7

JV

*• T

(“and their children

skip about,” vs. 11); M P b ip b ifiptiTl (“and rejoice at the sound o f the flute,” vs.
12)?Then Job concludes, n r r b r
/

y

tv

rtibx on©n'bi (“and the rod o f God is not on
-

j

v \* *

<

:

x

them,” vs. 9); as the wicked laugh, !S3‘1 3P3”,’S ^ © “HQ (“who is the Almighty that
*%

we should serve Him?” vs. 15).
In vs. 13, which functions as the highest point of the passage, Job summarizes
his observations concerning the prosperity and contentment o f the wicked by saying,
(‘They spend their days in prosperity”). And then he makes an
important comment, in iT blK©

(“and in a moment they go down to Sheol”),

which means that unlike Job’s excruciating pain, the life o f the wicked is free from
agonizing illnesses and suffering; they die suddenly “in a moment” and in peace.
’Andersen, Job, 199-200; Alden, Job, 223.
2MItchell J. Dahood, “Northwest Semitic Philology and Job,” in The Bible in
Current Catholic Thought, ed. John L. McKenzie (New York: Herder and Herder,
1962), 55-74.
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It is important to note that here as In Job 17:16, the Qal verb IT!] (“go down,”
“descend”) is linked with the term Sheol. It functions in the same way as I T (“go
down”) in the expression “to go down to Sheol,” which embodies the formula of death
and dying.1 However, the verb ITU includes something more than specifying only
direction or relating to the process o f death, namely, there are two identical nouns:
n m (“descent”)2 and FTO (“rest”).3 The first is derived from the root fTO (“to
descend”) while the other is from TO (“to rest”). As a result, because of these specific
inherent nuances and connotations, the term FTO has not only the meaning of “going
down” to Sheol,4 but also emphasizes “the cessation o f activity in death,”5 which by
itself is a very significant detail. In terms o f its specific implications and associations,
the function of JTI3 is similar to that o f the other two, often-discussed, nouns: DTO
(“pit,” “grave”)6 and DTO (“corruption,” “destruction”),7 which originate from the
corresponding verbs and provide some useful insights concerning the nature of Sheol.

’See exegesis on Gen 37:35 and other related texts.
2Marvin R. Wilson, T im ,” TWOT, 2:573; “11113,” BDB, 639.
3Coppes, “TO,” TWOT, 2:562-563; George R. Beny, “The Hebrew Word
TO,” JBL 50 (1931): 207-210; Preuss, “TO,” TDOT, 9:277-286; Fritz Stolz, ‘T O ,”
TLOT, 2:722-724.
“Victor P. Hamilton, “Jin3,” NIDOTTE, 3:90-91.
5John N. Oswalt, ‘TO ,” NIDOTTE, 3:56-59.
6See “nno,” BDB, 1001; TITO,” HALOT, 4:1472-1473.
7See “DTO,” BDB, 1008; “D T O HALOT, 4:1469-1471.
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It should be emphasized that in the current context lob does not use the
expression ^MT blXO S)2“Q3 (“and in a moment they go down to Sheol”) to refer to
a swift punishment o f the wicked or their miserable existence in Sheol. He simply
portrays their departure from life as a natural process.1 Another important point
concerns Sheol as the place o f the dead. Except related terminology in a broader
context, Job does not provide any descriptive details concerning the term, and there is
no need for them. It is self-evident that the place called Sheol can refer only to the
domain with no life. This conclusion is supported by the synonymous term "Dp
(“grave”) o f vs. 32, bpT D ippp1?

(“when he is borne to the grave”). It

should be noted that as in Job 17:1 the word "O p is in plural rrm p1
? (lit. “to
graves”), and refers to the place o f many graves, that is, cemetery or graveyard.
In the second line o f vs. 32 Job provides additional descriptive details, which
continue to strengthen the imagery o f the grave further: “np^p
watch is kept over the tomb”). The basic meaning of the term

(“and
which is

translated as “the tomb,” is “heap” or “stack.”2 Moreover, the depiction o f the grave is
developed to the utmost by the expression o f vs. 33, namely,

03*1 1V lp n Q

(“sweet to him are the clods o f the valley”), which in turn is parallel to “the tomb” of
vs. 32. The plural construct noun

literally means “the clods o f earth”3 as in Job

38:38. By referring to “the clods of earth” that cover the dead body o f the wicked, Job

!Reybum, The Book o f Job, 395.
2“&T12,” BDB, 155.
3“3 .n ,” BDB, 918.
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vividly pictures the imagery o f a fresh grave.1 Indeed, it is not a description o f Sheol
as an underworld region, where the dead continue their existence.
Furthermore, the phrase i ^ lp f lO (“sweet to him”), which depicts the dead
man “as consciously experiencing the mound o f clods piled upon him as being
comfortable,”2 functions only as a figure of speech and should not be interpreted as a
teaching about conscious existence o f the dead in Sheol. By describing the “clods of
the valley” as “sweet,” Job emphasizes the contrast that the dirt covering the dead is
neither heavy nor burdensome, as in the grave the dead are exempt from the troubles
and cares of the world of the living.3 This idea is clearly reflected in various
translations, which point out that the “clods o f the valley” “gently cover him” (NAU),
“lie easy on him” (NJB).
Another characteristic o f the grave originates from the dead bodies that are
subjected to the process of decay and worms, as Job points out, 0JT,i?S7 HDDFl HQ"!!
(“and the worms cover them,” vs. 26).4 This fact is further substantiated by the shift in
imagery when Job employs all-inclusive language, 1DFI DSPS HID^ HT ([this] “one
dies in his full strength,” vs. 23) rHO ®£?33

HT1 (“and [this] another dies in

bitterness o f soul,” vs. 25), and 123 W 1 W ~ b v "tfP (“together they lie down on the
dust,” vs. 26).

'See Reybum, The Book o f Job, 407.
2Ibid.
3Benjamin Kedar-Kopfstein, “pHQ,” TDOT, 9:103-107.
4See discussion on Job 17:13,16. In the book o f Job the word HD”! occurs in
7:5; 17:14; 21:26; 24:20; but TO^iF) is used in 25:6.
7

7

7

7

IT

••
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These statements not only provide useful insights concerning the character and
functional aspects o f the term Sheol in vs. 13, but they also contain the most profound
truths, namely, death is the great leveler: The wicked and the righteous, the rich and
the poor, all go down to the grave. In Sheol there is no distinction that would be
“based on the nature of their earthly existence,”1 as worms cover all o f them.
Job is also absolutely silent concerning the spirit existence or punishment of
the wicked in Sheol. Then what is the alternative? The answer is found in the key
vs. 30, which contains two concise parallel phrases. Job employs them to point
out the fact that the wicked are reserved “Pil^ D T b (“to a day of calamity”) and
niPIlP DT1? (‘To a day o f coming judgment”).2 Regardless o f the appearances, God
■2

will judge the wicked, and this thought is a solemn one.

Job 24:19

wm
t

t

b^m b w 'w n b n '
:

v

v

: :*

orrcs rra
-

t

*

Translation and Textual Remarks
Drought also heat snatch away the snow waters;
[so does] Sheol [those who] have sinned.

hartley, The Book o f Job, 319.
Because o f space limitations the relationship between Sheol and the
eschatological judgment will not be discussed here. See Harris, “The Meaning o f the
Word Sheol,” 131. See both “r m i? ” BDB, 720, and b ' T f BDB, 385; Gerald A.
Klingbeil, “^ T ,” NIDOTTE, 2:390-392; Gale B. Struthers, “1337,” NIDOTTE, 3:316318.
3Roy B. Zuck, ed., Sitting with Job: Selected Studies on the Book o f Job,
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 178.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

438
Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 24 goes together with chap. 23 as they contain the seventh response of
Job or the first speech o f the third cycle series. In chap. 23 Job is longing for an
audience with God (23:1-9), refers to his innocence and confidence (vss. 10-12), and
meditates on God’s sovereignty (vss. 13-17).1
Though scholars refer to chap. 24 as the most complicated part o f the whole
book, emphasizing various problems o f form, content, interpretation, obscurity o f text,
relevance o f the material,2 especially the identification of the speaker and place of
vss. 18-24, etc., this will not affect the study o f vs. 19. The current study accepts the
entire chap. 24 as the speech of Job, which can be divided into three main sections:
(1) complaint of the wicked who oppress the poor (vss. 1- 12); (2) the description of
the wicked who commit their crimes in the dark (vss. 13-17); and (3) the fate of the
wicked and their punishment (vss. 18-25). However, the last section consists of
several subunits, which can be arranged thematically in the following way:4
Retribution o f the wicked
The wicked oppress women
God spares [destroys] the wicked
Retribution o f the wicked
The challenge concerning the truth

(w s. 18-20)
(vs. 21)
(w s. 22-23)
(vs. 24)
(vs. 25)

The seventh speech of Job contains various genre elements: long complaints,

'Zuck, Job, 107-109; Hartley, The Book o f Job, 336-342.
2Reybum, The Book o f Job, 441; Andersen, Job, 207-208.
3Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 35.
4The subunits are based on Reybum’s chiastic outline. Reybum, The Book o f
Job, 441-442.
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litigation, avowal of innocence, etc. In spite of the fact that chap. 24 has provoked
considerable problems and disagreements among scholars, the overarching genre of
the response is the disputation speech.1
Exegetical Notes
Despite heated scholarly debates and numerous emendations of the text to be
studied,2 the central theme o f the chapter and the employment in its context of the
term Sheol do not create any problems. In fact, vss. 18-20 mirror the same basic
characteristics o f the place o f the dead as in chap. 21, which emphasized the prosperity
of the wicked.
By employing the term Sheol in a specific context o f the depraved and their
evil deeds, Job has a special objective in mind. In vss. 1-12 he describes the misery,
exploitation, and oppression o f the poor by the cruel and wicked people. In vss. 13-17
the focus is on the three categories o f evildoers: n s i l (“the murderer,” vs. 14),
(“the adulterer,” vs. 15), and the thief who DTQ

in n (“in the dark digs into

houses,” vs. 16). All o f them hate light but love darkness in order to be able to
e

commit their crimes under cover of night.

3

After presenting this depressing and gloomy picture of the wicked who act

’Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 35; Fofarer, D m Buck Hiob, 370-373.
2John B. Geyer, “Mythological Sequence in Job XXIV 19-20,” VT42, no. 1
(1992): 118-120; John Barclay Bums, “Support for the Emendation /h o b nfqomo in
Job XXIV 19-20,” VT 39, no. 4 (1989): 480-485.
3Alden, Job, 248-249; Hartley, The Book ofJob, 349-350.
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unpunished, Job emphatically shows that

Xirrbj? (“he is [light] foam

on the face of the waters”) and p x a D npbn b h g n (“cursed is their portion in the
earth,” vs. 18). And then in vss. 19 and 20 Job reveals the fate o f the wicked:
H r o r r m rra
Drought also heat snatch away the snow waters

vs. 19

won bix©
t

r

:

[so does] Sheol [those who] have sinned
To demonstrate the real condition o f the wicked and their actual destruction,
Job turns to the imagery of nature: fPS (“drought”), Oft (“heat”), and
(“waters o f snow”).1 As “drought” and “heat,” which are synonymous terms, cause
the snow waters to disappear, so does Sheol consume the wicked. As the ETD
(“waters”) that quickly evaporate in the hot sun evoke “the notion o f the transience of
life,” so the imagery o f the dried-up waters (see Job 14:11-12) depicts death, which is
irrevocable.3 In the current context a metaphorical employment of the water imagery
is an appropriate figure to denote the termination o f life, which functions to designate
the reversal o f creation.4

'Job refers to “snow” in various contexts in 6:15-15; 9:30; 24:19; 38:22.
2Roland E. Clements, “M , ” TDOT, 8:265-280.
3Michael A. Grisanti, ‘tT B ,” NIDOTTE, 2:929-934; Waylan B. Owens, “The
Theological Significance of Mayim in the Old Testament” (Ph.D. dissertation, New
Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 1992), 129-132. The author examines the term
“water” and its theological significance in historical, ritual, eschatological, and
metaphorical contexts.
4Dominic Rudman, “The Use o f Water Imagery in Descriptions o f Sheol,”
Z A W 113, no. 2 (2001): 240-244.
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In the simile there is only one verb,

(“snatch away”). Not only does it

dominate both lines of vs. 19, it also describes two parallel events, the consequences
of which are disappearance, destruction, and death. The basic meaning o f the term
is “to tear away” or “seize.”1 Though the Qal imperfect verb ^ ? P functions in
the first line in a figurative sense referring to the taking away of snow waters, the
'j

Hebrew Scripture confirms its original meaning as “to snatch away violently,” or as
W. Domeris points out the term b?3 “carries the sense o f taking something by
force.” It is exactly this characteristic that helps to clarify the meaning of the second
line that consists o f only two words.
Despite the fact that Job moves from general in the first line to specific in the
second line, he provides in vs. 19 no qualifications for the term Sheol but only the
final result, IKDH

(lit., “Sheol [those who] they sinned”). The mental

picture is that of the sinners “snatched away” by Sheol, which is personified and
functions as a living organism.4 In order to make the second line more
understandable, the NKJ inserts the verb “consumes” and renders “So the grave
consumes those who have sinned.” Here the term Sheol functions more like death that
cannot be isolated from its deadly effects.

5See “^T5,” BDB, 160.
2Joachim Schfippfmus, “^13,” TDOT, 1:456-458.
3William R. Domeris,

NIDOTTE, 1:844-845.

4Reybum, The Book o f Job, 459.
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Furthermore, the immediate consequences of death and the “snatching away”
of the sinners by Sheol are unfolded in vs. 20.1 Job describes the state of the dead
wicked in Sheol by employing four independent clauses,2 which are characterized by
parallelisms, contrasts, and extremely vivid imagery.
o r n in n s© '’
A womb will forget him
v

v

< * * ▼ : *

HD-i iprip
The worm sucks him sweetly

A * "T *

i

“tin
/

he is no longer remembered

nhw fKD -nism
IT

: “

5 J"

T

\"

T

'

“

And wickedness will be broken like a tree.
It is evident that Job portrays here the decay and decomposition o f the dead in
the grave, and no more is intended. Eventually the wicked die and are forgotten; that
is the basic idea of the first clause. The feminine noun D m (“womb”) is used
metaphorically and refers to the mother o f the dead. Because of death the wicked are
in the grave and even his mother forgets him as she is unable to care any more.4 The
Qal verb FpO (“forget”)5 functions as a synonym to Niphal imperfect “D -PTt^ (“he
•§

Bums, “Support for the Emendation,” 482. See also David Wolfers, Deep
Things out o f Darkness: The Book o f Job (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 26-243.
2Alden, Job, 251.
3See “D m ” BDB, 933; Victor P. Hamilton, “D m ,” NIDOTTE, 3:1096-1097.
4Compare with Ps 31:13; Qoh 2:16; 9:5.
5‘TD

BDB, 1013; Allen, T O O ,” NIDOTTE, 4:103-105.
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is not remembered”). This double emphasis on the forgetting o f the dead intensifies
the imagery o f the grave, which is further clarified by the symbol o f corruption H Q l
(“worm”),1which, excepting Exod 16:24 and Job 25:6, is always used to depict the
decay of the dead body in the grave.2
Both D m and HS"! function as merismus.J The “womb” is the starting point
4

♦

.

^

o f life and the “worm” is the end o f it. The word picture H Q l IpHD creates a
stunning imagery o f the state o f the dead and the nature of the grave. The term pfiD
(“become or be sweet”)5 is used in a figurative sense to confirm and intensify the
imagery of the decomposition, namely, the worm sucks the corpse and finds it sweet,
it “feasts on the dead body o f an evil person in the grave.”6
The last clause n h w
IT

J “

I J **

T

-n © m (“and wickedness will be broken like a
\'“ Y

* **

tree”) functions not only as a concise summary statement o f the preceding thoughts,7
but also guarantees the inevitable end o f wickedness. Job says that the wicked will be

1Qn rrcn see Job 7:5; 17:14; 21:26; 24:20.
2Reybum, The Book o f Job, 460.
See Alden, Job, 251; A. M. Honeyman, “Merismus in Biblical Hebrew,” JBL
71 (1952): 11-18.
4Ibid.
5See “pbQ ,” BDB, 608.
6Paul J. J. S. Els, “p n n ,” NIDOTTE, 2:1150-1152.
7Reybum, The Book o f Job, 460.
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“destroyed like a tree that is cut down.”1 The same theme is continued in vss. 21 -24,
where Job points out that God’s eyes are on the wicked and their ways. Though they
are exalted for a little while, they will receive what they deserve, ^DQrn (“and they
are gone”)

(“and like the head of grain they are cut off,”

vs. 24).
This is the language of death and the grave. Unlike the previous passage o f
chap. 21, Job refers here only to the wicked who feel safe and exalted. According to
Job, death is acknowledged as the absolute end of life and complete annihilation of
consciousness in the grave. The text does not contain the slightest hint of the soul’s
separation from the body, its descent to the underworld, or its continuous existence in
Sheol in any imaginable form.

Job 26:6

]Tn>6 raos fK) TO3

m d to

Translation and Textual Remarks
Naked is Sheol before Him,
and there is no covering for Abaddon.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 26:1-14 functions not only as a part of one o f the longest speeches o f
Job, covering five chapters (26:1-31:40), but also as one of the most beautiful
descriptions of God’s majesty and transcendence over His creation in the whole book.2

‘Ibid.
2See also Tur-Sinai, The Book o f Job: A New Commentary, 379.
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The basic structure o f chap. 26 consists of two clearly distinguishable sections:
in vss. 1-4 Job rebukes Bildad, and in vss. 5-141 the focus is on the established cosmic
order and its evidences, where everything depends on the universal power and
absolute wisdom of God.2 The second part consists of three units:
God’s power over death and Sheol
God’s power in creation
Concluding observation

(vss. 5-6)
(vss. 7-13)
(vs. 14)

The overall genre can be identified as the disputation speech, which contains
the elements from the wisdom dispute genre (vss. 2-4) and a clear hymnic praise to
God (vss. 5-14).3

Exegetical Notes
The text under consideration is very similar to Ps 139:8 and Amos 9:2, which
emphasize God’s omnipresence.4 Because the terminology o f death in vss. 5 and 6

’Some scholars ascribe vss. 5-14 to Bildad or Zophar; see Reybum, The Book
o f Job, A ll, also 464,468-469; Rowley, Job, 213-214; Westermann, “Chapters 24-27:
Fragments,” in The Structure o f the Book ofJob, 131-134. Andersen writes, “We shall
say nothing further about the dozens of mutually-contradictory ‘solutions’ by which
scholars have unscrambled the allegedly disordered speeches at the end o f the third
round.. . . But when there is so little sign o f a consensus, it might be better to leave the
text as it is, since the onus of proof rests with those who wish to alter it, and so far
nothing like proof has been forthcoming.” Andersen, Job, 216. For some examples
concerning reordering parts of chaps. 25,26, and 27 see Habel, The Book o f Job, 366368, 376-378; Dhorme, A Commentary on the Book o f Job, xlvii-1; Marvin H. Pope,
Job: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AB, vol. 15 (Garden City: Doubleday &
Company, 1973), xv-xxiii, 180-189. For a diagram o f the above hypothesis, which is
based on a varied metrical structure, see Edward J. Kissane, The Book o f Job:
Translatedfrom a Critically Revised Hebrew Text with Commentary (New York:
Sheed & Ward, 1946), 164-165.
2Alden, Job, 259.
Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 36.
4See the discussion on Ps 139:8 and Amos 9:2.
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has been discussed repeatedly, a few concise exegetical notes will suffice.
Vs. 6 is the last reference to the term Sheol in the book o f Job. As is seen
from the above structural arrangement, the subunit consisting of vss. 5 and 6
introduces the dominating theme o f God’s omnipotence. The greatness o f God is
manifested in His absolute control over the whole universe, which includes: nPK Sin
/ *

7

: t

(“the dead,” vs. 5) and SlKtf (vs. 6); W h (“empty space”) and f lK (“earth,” vs. 7);

D’D (“waters”) and

(“clouds,” vss. 8-9);

“liK (“light and darkness,” vs.

10); w m (“heavens”) and Cl»n (“the sea,” vss. 11-12).
Scholars refer to vss. 5 and 6 as the description o f Sheol that is located under
the ocean, representing “a murky, watery abode.”1 Hartley explains that “its
inhabitants eked out a wretched, meager existence,” and “for while they have
existence and identity, they are weak and helpless.”2 Reybum speaks about “the vast
pit beneath the waters o f the underworld,” “the lower regions and Sheol,” and “the
spirits of the dead” that “tremble in Sheol.”3 The same view is expressed by Barnes,
who writes: “The reference is to the abode o f departed spirits—the netherworld where
the dead were congregated.”4 It is apparent that these verses contain enough material
to start heated debates and defend various opinions.

1Hartley, The Book o f Job, 365.
2Ibid.
3Reybum, The Book o f Job, 473-474.
4Albert Barnes, Job: Notes on the Old Testament Explanatory and Practical,
2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1955), 2:38-39. Practically the same idea is found in
almost every commentary which interprets or does some kind o f exegesis on the
current subunit
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First of all, it is significant to note that Job initiates his description of God’s
omnipotence by employing a highly figurative language, which as a result creates
extremely vivid mental pictures. Though vs. 5 does not represent its message in fixed
ways and has been subjected to numerous emendations1 and various interpretations,2 it
will not affect the identification of the main elements concerning the nature and
function of Sheol as the place of the dead.
i ^ i r r ErxDHn
The Rephaim tremble,
a t

:

/ •

T

vs. 5

: t

□■rpitfi era nnna
from beneath the waters, and their inhabitants
The D 'K Enn, that is the dead,3 are synonymous with □

(“and their

inhabitants”). It is significant to note that the identification problems4 in the current
text are clarified by the parallel references, which contain the same terminology. Both
Rephaim and the phrase TD1? ’’J ptC (“dwellers in the dust”) are found in Isa 26:19,
where the author describes the dead and their resurrection. Both categories, CPKEn
’See Gordis, The Book o f Job, 277-278; Dhorme, Job, 370-371.
'j

The problems of the text are reflected in various translations: “The shades
beneath writhe in terror, the waters, and their inhabitants” (NAB); “The departed
spirits tremble under the waters and their inhabitants” (NAU); “The dead are in deep
anguish, those beneath the waters and all that live in them” (NIB); “The dead tremble,
those under the waters and those inhabiting them” (NKJ); and “The shades below
tremble, the waters and their inhabitants” (NRSV).
-j

For the major discussion on the term CTNDHn see exegesis on Isa 14:9, 11,
15. See also Isa 26:14, 19; Ps 88:10; Prov 2 :18;’9:18;"and 21:16.
4“Commentators invariably have taken the allusion to the inhabitants of the
waters to mean fishes, marine monsters, and other denizens of the deep.” Pope, Job,
183. Reybum suggests the following interpretation: “In Sheol, in the water under the
earth, the spirits o f the dead tremble with fear.” Reybum, The Book o f Job, 474.
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and

are characterized as ^HQ (“Your dead”) and

(lit. “My corpse”),

thus excluding any notion o f the existence o f their souls in the underworld. As was
repeatedly pointed out,1 the term I B S (“dust”) often designates the grave.
A similar expression is also found in Ps 94:17 where the Psalmist thanks
Yahweh for saving him from Sheol, for p S ll HOT! H pO (“my soul would soon
have dwelt in the land o f silence”), which simply means “I would have died.” The
word n o n (“silence”) basically “connotes the silence of death” and clearly alludes
to “the land of silence” or simply the grave.
From these few instances it is evident that the Qal participleJDffl functions as
another designation o f the dead in the grave.3 Not only does it harmonize well with
the basic meaning o f the verb ]D©, “to settle down” or “dwell,” but it also highlights
particular nuances concerning the dead as “dwellers” and their location as Sheol.
The phrase D^D nnOQ (lit. “from beneath waters”) contains a double
prepositional construction, which refers not only to the specified location below the
earth’s surface, but also creates a sharp contrast with the entire list o f the diametrically
opposite elements described in vss. 7-14.4 In this connection it should be recalled that

*See discussion in Excursus 1. Ps 22:16 speaks about niQ"1DP (“dust of
(“all who go down to the dust”).

death”), and Ps 22:30 IB S

2Robert D. Culver, “G D p ,” TWOT, 1:186-187. In Ps 115:17 the Psalmist
explains:
HOTI
v fr i r P l ^ r r OTlSf! Vib
(“The dead do not praise
r
it
i
j
Yah, nor all those who go down to silence”).
•*

:

t

:

a t

s r*

:

v

*

3See “p O ,” BDB, 1015; Gerald H. Wilson, “p ® NIDOTTE, 4:109-111.
4See exegesis on Deut 32:22.
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the term CPQ (“waters”) in the particular context of death represents Sheol,’ but here,
being juxtaposed with Sheol and Abaddon o f vs. 6, it also functions as a synonymous
entity to both o f them, thus forming a direct inter trio parallelism, which beyond doubt
refers to the place o f the dead.
As in Job 24:19, vs. 5 has only one verb for both lines, namely, Polal impf. 3
m. pL, ibbin^, which literally means “are made to tremble.” Job employs the verb
b in (“travail,” “be in anguish,” “dance,” “whirl,” “writhe,” “fear,” “tremble”)2 in a
highly figurative sense by personifying D^KEnn and ’’j p © as conscious beings. The
conclusion that vs. 5 deals with the elements o f personification is based on and rooted
in vs. 6 where Sheol is depicted as “naked” and Abaddon with “no covering,” which
excludes literal interpretation. Exactly the same imagery, in which the dead are
represented as being alive, is used in Isa 14:9,11,15 where the Rephaim are
graphically depicted as rising from their thrones in Sheol to greet the king o f
Babylon.3 By employing a single term ib b ir r , Job suddenly creates dramatically
vivid mental pictures that are saturated with tension and intensity.4 The purpose o f

'See the discussions on Jonah 2:3, Job 24:19, and Cant 8:6; Pss 18:17; 32:6;
69:2, 15; Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 59-66; Pope, Job, 183.
2Andrew Bowling, “b in ,” TWOT, 1:270-271; “b in [b 'n ],” BDB, 297;
Terence E. Fretheim, “b p ,” NIDOTTE, 2:126-127.
3See the exegesis o f Isa 14:9,11,15 and Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27.
4A similar parallelism in imagery is found in Job 25. At first it speaks about the
heavenly luminaries, ITT (“the moon”) and D'QDIDI (“stars,” vs. 5), but in vs. 6 the
imagery suddenly changes to that o f worms, which are usually associated with the
grave, rmbin o n x '- p i nan c i a p s *)& (“How much less man-maggot, and
the son of man-worm!”).
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this metaphorical language is to demonstrate the manifestation o f God’s power over
death, the dead, and the grave, and it is achieved by the imagery o f the dead who are
depicted as trembling “in awe and wonder before the majesty” and omnipotence of
Yahweh.1 This idea is further explicated in the next verse.
In vs. 6, Job portrays Sheol as 0Y1P (“naked”) and p'j'QKlb (“to Abaddon”),2
meaning “(the place o f) destruction,” as without protection, rflOS

ytO(“and there is

no covering”). Though both Sheol and Abaddon function as perfectly synonymous
terms, containing encoded information for the concrete situations they depict, it is
evident that the noun "JTinK is not employed in isolation, but as a relevant concept it
characterizes Sheol as the place that is associated with death, destruction, and decay.3
It is also apparent that by employing "JTPOK, Job does not refer to “the lowest hell,”4
or to some another region in the underworld where the spirits o f the deceased continue
their shadowy and gloomy existence. He does not contradict himself.
Both expressions, blXW DTO (“naked is Sheol”) and ]T}2Vlb m 0 3 pKI
(“there is no covering for Abaddon”), serve as particular figures o f speech, which
embody the entire sphere o f death, including such concepts as death itself, the grave,
and the dead. Exactly the same words and in the same order, DTO? and fOCO pK I,
but in a different context, are found in Job 24:7.

*A. Baumann, “^ n ,” TDOT, 4:344-347.
2For the major discussion on the term ]T O S see Ps 88:4, also Prov 15:11;
27:20.
3See Habel, The Book o f Job, 370-371.
4Terrien, “The Book o f Job,” IB, 3:1093.
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One o f the functions of the masculine adjective DY1P (“naked”)1 is to describe
Sheol as the concrete entity as well as to state its limitations. Because o f the specific
connotations o f the term DilSJ and its relation to Sheol, the place of the dead is
represented as a poetically personified being that has definite, individual existence,
a

which is “naked” or exposed before God.
The second phrase TODS

9

p]Sf) is parallel to DY117 and functions to emphasize

the central motif o f God’s omnipresence as well as His omnipotence.3 The noun
r » 3 (“covering,” “clothing”)4 in the expression ]T}2X b m 0 3 p X l is used in a
figurative sense, which by means o f synonymous parallelism strengthens the idea that
both Sheol and Abaddon are absolutely exposed, defenseless before God.
In conclusion, vss. 5 and 6 contain the imagery of the place o f the dead, which
is expressed by three parallel terms: D’D, biK ti, and p^QN, whereas the dead are
denoted as □’’NET) and ppiD. The fact that Job employs a highly figurative language
is a particularly significant element by itself, because by means o f it he demonstrates
that his intention is not to provide a description o f the state of the dead in Sheol but
something else.5

'See

BDB, 736; Herbert Niehr, “DTO,” TDOT, 11:349-354.

2Boyd V. Seevers, “D ili?,” NIDOTTE, 3:532-533.
3Helmer Ringgren, TID 3,” TDOT, 7:259-264.
4‘TfiD3,” BDB, 492; William R. Domeris, “H 03,” NIDOTTE, 2:674-678.
5There are many more important texts and related terminology to exegete in
the book o f Job, which is unsurpassed in its beauty and uniqueness. Unfortunately,
because o f space and time limitations they must be left for another dissertation.
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As “this is one o f the most fascinating cosmological passages in the entire
Bible,”1the basic thrust o f both verses is to highlight the omnipotence and
omnipresence o f God. The purpose of Job’s selective language functions as an
emphatic rhetorical device to demonstrate the fact that in the entire universe there is
no place hidden from God. This observation is dramatically intensified “by drawing
attention to the searching eye o f God from which even Sheol and Abaddon provide
■y

.

no hiding place,” as the grave is “naked” and all its dead “tremble” ITEM (“before
Him”).

Writings Attributed to Solomon3
Introduction
The last section o f this chapter deals with three books: Proverbs, Canticles
(Solomon’s Song of Songs), and Qohelet (Ecclesiastes). Because each o f the books
employs a distinct terminology, they are quite different and specific in character.
Accordingly, the book o f Proverbs contains various wisdom sayings from ancient
Israel with the term Sheol occurring nine times.4
Canticles, containing only eight chapters which are written entirely in poetry,

1Andersen, Job, 217.
2Smick, Job, 4:966.
^

•

a

a

Critics usually deny the Solomonic authorship by attributing to Proverbs,
Canticles, and Ecclesiastes a much later author or authors. However, there are
numerous internal arguments that lend support to the Solomonic authorship. For
arguments on both sides, see Archer, A Survey o f Old Testament Introduction, 515543.
4Prov 1:12; 5:3; 7:27; 9:18; 15:11,24; 23:14; 27:20; 30:16.
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is rich in an intense garden and erotic imagery, exclusive in its radical portrayal and
description o f human love. In this love song the term Sheol is mentioned only in
chap. 8:6.
The book o f Qohelet is unique in terms of its content, style, and vocabulary
and different from all the other books o f the Hebrew Scriptures. However, the author
of Qohelet has some common nuances with Job, but employs the term Sheol only
once, in Qoh 9:10.

Texts
Prov 1:12
“tin •’T i t s D ^ r n m crsn S i x r a

nvbi:

Translation and Textual Remarks
Let us swallow them alive like Sheol,
and whole, like those who go down to the pit.1

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 1:1-33 exhibits an organic structure, which is arranged in an orderly way
7

'

"3

consisting of three major sections: (1) vss. 1-7 function as an introduction, as it
establishes the purpose and theme of the whole book; (2) vss. 8-19 contain the first

!The LXX has a variation that reads like Pss 34:17 [33:17] and 109:15
[108:15], namely, teal apwpev autou xr\v pvrjiTF sc
(“and let us take away the
remembrance o f him from the earth”).

2See Paul E. Koptak, Proverbs, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 5794; Derek Kidner, The Proverbs, TOTC (London: Tyndale, 1964), 58-61.
3Roger N. Whybray, The Composition o f the Book o f Proverbs, JSOTSup 168
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 51-55.
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exhortation to flee sin and violence; and (3) vss. 20-33 describe the consequences that
follow the rejection of wisdom.
Since special interest o f this study is in vs. 12 and its unit, which belongs to the
middle section, it is necessary to divide it into smaller subunits. The structure o f
vss. 8-19 is relatively simple, as it is constituted by the pattern o f various thematic
formulations.2
Introductory exhortation
Summary statement
Murderous intentions of sinners
Warning not to join sinners
Sinners caught in their trap

(vss. 8-9)
(vs. 10)
(vss. 11-14)
(vss. 15-17)
(vss. 18-19)

Though the overall genre of this chapter can be identified as an instruction,
each of its parts comprises a variety of common elements and specifics. Thus, vss. 1-7
serve as the superscription for the subsequent instructions, vss. 8-19 have their own
generic character as an instruction and contain such subordinate components as
positive and negative admonitions (vss. 8,15), but vss. 20-33, because o f the
uniqueness o f their genre, are specified as “a speech o f personified wisdom.”3
lFor the insightful chiastic structure o f this last segment, which contains some
elements pertaining to the current topic, see Phyllis Trible, “Wisdom Builds a Poem:
The Architecture o f Proverbs 1:20-33,” JBL 94 (1975): 509-518.
<■%

For other structural arrangements see Allen P. Ross, “Proverbs,” EBC, 5:907909; Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 1-9: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, AB, vol. 18A (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 92; Richard J. Clifford,
Proverbs, OTL (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1999), 37; Roland E.
Murphy, Proverbs, WBC, vol. 22 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 22:8-10.
Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 54-55; Michael V. Fox, “Ideas o f Wisdom in
Proverbs 1-9 ” JBL 116, no. 4 (1997): 613-633; Scott L. Harris, “Proverbs 1-9: A
Study of Inner-Biblical Interpretation” (Ph.D. dissertation, Union Theological
Seminary, 1988), 52-65; William McKane, Proverbs: A New Approach, OTL
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), 7.
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Exegetical Notes
In order to lay some foundation, for the following exegesis on the nature,
function, and purpose o f the term Sheol in the book o f Proverbs, it is necessary to
present a brief description o f some o f the key vocabulary that will help the reader to
better perceive the general background, including certain situations and the impact
they have on Sheol.
For instance, the following synonyms: "’btoD (“proverbs,” “parables,” 1:1),

nnpn (“wisdom,” vss. 2, 7), “1012 (“discipline,” “instruction,” vss. 2 , 3, 7, 8),
HP3 (“understanding,” vs. 2), baton (“be prudent,” vs. 3), Un<lWm DStom pTS
(“righteousness, and judgment, and equity,” vs. 3),

(“prudence,” vs. 4), niT l

(“knowledge,” vs. 4), HDTQ^l (“and discretion,” vs. 4), flp b (“learning,” vs. 5),
n ib a n n (“wise counsels,” vs. 5), m rr n X T (“the fear o f Yahweh,” vs. 7), rnlFi
(“the law,” vs. 8), including the verbs OTO (“hear,” “listen,” vs. 8), IQ jT b « (“do not
consent,” vs. 10), and others, determine the purpose and the essential character o f the
entire chapter and the whole book. It is already obvious that the context is educational
by nature; it refers to discipline and training, and a sound decision-making in specific
cases.
On the other hand, such terms as
vs. 7),

(“fools,” vs. 7),

(“despise,”

(“sinners,” vs. 10), HF© (“entice,” vs. 10), rOBSD (“let us ambush,”

vs. 11), DT (“blood,” vss. 1 1 ,16), and bbto (“spoil,” vs. 13) function as the
diametrically opposite encapsulations to the wisdom that comes only from Yahweh,
and as destructive elements and principles with which the author is very concerned. It
is evident that the background for the term Sheol is unique, as it differs from
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everything discussed so far. Consequently, the composite wisdom character of the
text by itself provides some major insights concerning the treatment of the word
Sheol,1 which mostly is employed in the contexts of warnings and specific sinful acts.
Thus, vs. 12 is situated in the milieu of instructions and warnings given to n33
(“my son,” vss. S, 1 1 ,15)2 against the enticements of O’X Sn (“sinners,” vs. 10), who
say, w m
□an Y t ?

TlDb (“come with us”), D l 1? nX!K3 (“let us lie in wait for blood”),
(“let us ambush the innocent without cause,” vs. 11), and then

b h m « T O K b m (“we will fill our houses with spoil,” vss. 1 3 ,14).3
The culmination of their cruel plot is further revealed in vs. 12:

D^n b^m mb22
Let us swallow them alive like Sheol,

"rin

d^ oiti
and whole, like those who go down to the pit.

It sounds extreme, but the bloodthirsty nature ofETKIjSn in the expression
D™n

mbii, that functions as a hyperbole, is pictured as analogous to that

of Sheol, the grave, which is always ready to “swallow” its victims. The major

1Except a few specific references, no scholarly views will be quoted
concerning the term Sheol in this book, as they are practically the same as in the
previous cases. See, for example, Crawford H. Toy, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Book o f Proverbs, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1904), 15.
2Frederic Clarke Putnam, “Hear, My Son: Teaching and Learning in Proverbs
1-9,” JETS 43, no. 2 (2000): 318-319; Katharine I. Dell, “Hear, My Son: Teaching and
Learning in Proverbs 1-9,” VT 48, no. 2 (1998): 275-276.
3Roger N. Whybray, Proverbs, NCBC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 3756; Ross, “Proverbs,” EBC, 5:907-909; Peter A. Steveson, A Commentary on Proverbs
(Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University Press, 2001), 11-14.
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emphasis here is on Sheol as a deadly power rather than location;1 however, both of
them go together and one cannot exist without the other. The imagery of death is
especially strong because of the specific connotations and function of the term 0*1
(“blood”), which is farther intensified and clarified by means of such expressions as

npb

r m t o (“let us lie in wait for blood”) and

(“they hasten to

shed blood”) in vs. 16. Here as in many other passages “blood” is used metaphorically
and refers to death;2 however, in vs. 11 it is specified and represents the death o f the
a

innocent victims, who are destined to go down to Sheol.
Though the phrase OPblD (“let us swallow them”) with the adjective 0"*an
(“alive”) evokes the verbal imagery o f the rebellious company o f Korah and his
followers,4 vs. 12 describes a qualitatively totally different situation. In vs. 12 the
innocent victims are designated by the personal pronoun “them,” which is further
characterized by two adjective-antecedents, namely, ’’p ] (“innocent person,” m. s.,
vs. 11)5 and D^SPOni (“complete,” “sound,” “the blameless,” m. p i, vs. 12).6 In other
words, the Hebrew expression

simply means “let us kill the innocent”

'Clifford, Proverbs, 38.
2See Gen 9:6; Isa 34:3; Ezek 14:19; Paul Trebilco, “0 1 ,” NIDOTTE, 1:963966.
Steveson, A Commentary on Proverbs, 12.
4For the major discussion o
2:5; Prov 27:20; 30:16.

n

see Num 16:30,33. See also Isa 5:14; Hab

667.
6See “D’p n , ” BDB, 1071; Johannes P. J. Olivier, “ODD,” NIDOTTE, 4:306308; Fox, Proverbs 1-9,90-91.
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It is interesting to note that despite the fact that the phrase o f the second line,
"I'D ’’’T lt’lp (“like those who go down to the pit”),1 is in parallel to blKSD (“like
Sheol”), it does not have a common referent with the first line. Consequently, it seems
that sinners have unconsciously “put themselves in the position o f ‘those who go
down to the pit”’ (see vss. 16-19).
It should also be noted that vs. 12 contains the only reference in the book of
Proverbs where both terms Sheol and “the pit” are in parallel.3 The basic idea, as it is
represented by the imagery o f death and the grave, is clear. As the sinners conspire to
bring the innocent down to the grave, there is only one way to realize their plot,
namely, they must take the function o f Sheol upon themselves. The language alludes
to Gen 37:20 when Joseph was thrown niT ST TnX3 (“into one o f the pits”), and
Jer 38:6 mentions Jeremiah, who was cast

(“into the pit,”).4 The Psalmists

also refer to the pit in similar contexts; for instance, Ps 7:16 speaks about him who
JITS Y13 (“has dug a pit”) and falls in it, whereas Ps 28:1 refers to T D 'H IT
(“those who go down to the pit”), or as in Ps 40:3, where the author thanks Yahweh

*For the major discussion on the verb T T see table 2 and exegesis on Gen
37:35.
Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song o f Songs, NAC, vol. 14
(Nashville, TN: Broadman: 1993), 70; William D. Reybum and Euan McG. Fry, A
Handbook on Proverbs (New York: United Bible Societies, 2000), 40-44.
It is interesting to note that “the Vilna Gaon defines she ’ol as a closed grave
and pit as an open one.” Eliezer Ginsburg, Mishlei ’bOD Proverbs 1-15: A New
Translation with a Commentary Anthologizedfrom Talmudic, Midrashic and Rabbinic
Sources, 2 vols. (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah, 1998), 1:44.
4Robert L. Alden, Proverbs: A Commentary on the Ancient Book o f Timeless
Advice (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983), 24.
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for salvation pX© 1130 (“from the pit o f destruction”), etc.1
Finally, vs. 12, including its context, deals neither with eschatological issues
nor with spirit existence in the underworld or the immortality o f soul, but with the
deadly schemes o f the wicked and with the consequences of their plot that lead to their
self-destruction in “the pit” (vss. 16-19). In the current context of the wisdom
instruction, both V iX O andT m function not only as analogous terms, designating the
grave, but they also encapsulate the notion o f retribution: V et r o n n © ; n i 3 (“he
who digs a pit will fall into it,” Prov 26:27).2

Prov 5:5

idojt
:

■
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Her feet go down to death;
her steps take hold o f Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 5:1-23 functions as the eighth instruction, warning against the dangers of
the strange woman (vss. 1-14) and urging fidelity to one’s own wife (vss. 15-23).
Structurally it consists o f four major sections, three of which are marked off by the

!For the discussion on the term 113 see table 9 and exegesis on Isa 14:8,11,
15, above.
2Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 91-92; Scott L. Harris, “’Figure’ and ‘Riddle:’ Prov 1:819, and Inner-biblical Interpretation,” Biblical Research 41 (1996): 58-76; Fernando
A. Cascante Gomez, “Proverbs 1:1-19,” Interpretation 52, no. 4 (1998): 407-411.
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exhortation to ’’32 (“my son,” vss. 1,7, 20).1 The first segment (vss. 1-6) appeals to
accept wisdom and avoid the strange woman’s lips and feet. The second part (vss. 714) appeals to accept wisdom and avoid her who will bring disgrace. The third part
(vss. 15-19) counsels to enjoy one’s own wife, and the last section (vss. 20-23) warns
against the strange woman, for Yahweh sees the ways of a man.
However, the first section, which is the focus o f the current study, naturally
falls into two subunits: vss. 1-2 function as the introduction of the chapter, urging to
accept wisdom, and vss. 3-6 describe the strange woman as a deadly threat.
The overarching genre o f the current passage can be characterized as an
instruction to avoid the strange woman.4

Exegetical Notes
In terms o f a general pattern Prov 5:5 is almost identical with Prov 1:12,
containing the same recurring structural elements and motifs, which means that the
point o f departure o f the current exegesis is the same as in the previous case.
Chap. 5 is introduced by an urgent practical appeal to *’33v(“my son) to pay
attention to TlDDn^ (“my wisdom”) and T iyQ n S (“my understanding”) in order

!For the key vocabulary see Clifford, Proverbs, 69.
For a detailed structural analysis and various views concerning the structural
arrangement o f chap. 5, see John F. Goldingay, “Proverbs V and IX,” Revue Biblique
84 (1977): 80-93; Murphy, Proverbs, 22:31; Robert Alter, The Art o f Biblical Poetry
(New York: Basic, 1985), 179-184. For a chiastic arrangement o f chap. 5 see Koptak,
Proverbs, 164.
3F ox,

Proverbs 1-9,205-210.

4Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 59.
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that he might be able to maintain DiDTD (“discretion”) and preserve H P !
(“knowledge,” vss. 1-2). The reason and concern of the admonition are explained in
the immediately following portrayal o f the HIT (“strange woman,” “harlot,” vss.
3-6),1 which functions as the main topic of the chapter.
At first, the description refers to the strange woman’s2 lips and speech, which
are characterized by the terms DD3 (“flowing honey”)3 and

(“oil.” “fat”)4 that

usually represent precious commodities and healthful food ingredients, but in the
current context they are employed as similes, bearing strongly negative connotations.
Both expressions iTHT ’’HE®

DS3 'O (“for the lips of a strange woman drip

honey”) r D n ]fOTQ p S n i (“and smoother than oil is her speech,” vs. 3) as the
qualifying figures of speech refer to a seductive woman and the deceptiveness of her
words.5
In order to emphasize the tragic outcome of an adulterous relationship with the
‘See Prov 2:16-19; 5:3-20; 6:20-24; 7:5; 22:14; 23:33. “13?” BDB, 266.
2K. Farmer argues that rHT is a metaphor “for the lure o f foreign ways.”
However, this view is unacceptable, as the context and the Hebrew Scripture on the
whole contain multiple references against this sin and therefore the current passage
should be understood as a literal warning, given to a young man. See Kathleen A.
Farmer, Who Knows What Is Good? A Commentary on the Books o f Proverbs and
Ecclesiastes, International Theological Commentary, ed. Fredrick Carlson Holmgren
and George A. F. Knight (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 41. For another view see
Norman C. Habel, “The Symbolism o f Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9,” Interpretation 26
(1972): 131-157.
3See “DS3,” BDB, 661.
4“] 0 f f BDB, 1032.
5Mitchell J. Dahood, “Honey That Drips: Notes on Proverbs 5:2-3,” Bib 54
(1973): 65-66.
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HIT, leading one to total disillusionment with the “aftereffects,” the author introduces
vs. 4 by the abstract noun fTHHX (“end,” “after part”) , 1 which functions here as a
capstone, HJTHniO (lit., “but her end”). The imagery of “honey” and “oil” is
contrasted with the imagery of suffering and destruction,

HID (“bitter as

wormwood”)2 and HPS X F D r n n (lit., “sharp as a sword of mouths/edges”),3
which designates here the natural outcome o f man’s sin.4 Both images combined refer
to the inflicted wounds, agony, and the bitter fate which PH? brings upon him who
gives in to her flattery.5 However, that is not yet all.
The progressive description o f HIT reaches its culmination in vs. 5 where both
lines are practically analogous and illustrate the disastrous end results o f her seductive
actions even more explicitly:

mn rsiiT: mbai
v : ~
vt

t

Her feet go down to death

^ddit m r a bim
:

•

7

v t

:

her steps take hold of Sheol
Vs. 5 is one of the three verses in the book of Proverbs where both words,

1Andrew E. Hill, ‘TP"inK,” NIDOTTE, 1:361-362; “IT "inK ” BDB, 3 1.
2Amos 5:7; 6:12; Dent 29:17; Jer 9:14; 23:15. See “T O 1? ” BDB, 542.
3See also Joshua Berman, “The 'Sword of Mouths' (Jud. iii 16; Ps. cxlix 6;
Provs. v 4): A Metaphor and Its Ancient Near Eastern Context,” VT 52, no. 3 (2002):
291-303.
4Toy, The Book o f Proverbs, 103-104.
5Fox, Proverbs

1-9,192.
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Sheol and death, are in parallel.1 The figure o f speech i r b n (“her feet”) conveys at
■j

least two basic meanings here: (1) Feet are the means o f locomotion and (2) “by
2
synecdoche the feet stand for the entire person.” It means that (TIT leads a lifestyle
that takes her down to death. The second figure

(“her steps”)4 functions as a

perfect equivalent to rrbn, and practically overlaps the already mentioned aspects of
her life by referring to her routine behavior.5 Consequently both metaphors r r b n
and

designate her integrated way o f life as typified by her actions, which in

the context o f wisdom have moral implications. Moreover, the fact that “such
immoral conduct brings its own punishment, leading to death”6 and “to certain and
irremediable ruin,”7 and that it is so closely associated with death and Sheol, puts the
strongest emphasis on the significance o f moral aspects.
The destructive consequences o f her conduct are further emphasized by the

’The other two references are in Prov 7:27 and 9:18.
2Victor P. Hamilton, “b n ,” NIDOTTE, 3:1048-1049.
3FranzJ. Stendebach, “bn,”TDOT, 13:309-324.
4S ee““r a , ” M )5,857.
5Diether Kellermann, “"TO ” TDOT, 12:421-424; Victor P. Hamilton, “*122,”
NIDOTTE, 3:823-825; John E. Hartley, ““T O ,” TWOT, 2:771-772.
6Julius H. Greenstone, The Holy Scriptures: Proverbs with Commentary
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1950), 47.
•j

Moses Stuart, A Commentary on the Book o f Proverbs (New York: M. W.
Dodd, 1852), 190.
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parallel verbs o f action, flT IT (“going down”)1and ^DQfT (“take hold”). The verb
(“grasp,” “hold fast”)2 functions as an idiom, which in turn is intensified by its
parallel verb nTI'T, meaning that the r n t sticks to and follows the path that drags her
down to premature death and leads straight to the grave.3 Moreover, according to vs.
6, the real reason for her death is the fact that she gives no thought to the

FHK

(“way o f life”) and 2HH Vib (“she does not know”) it. By employing two exactly
opposite nouns, HID (“death,” vs. 5) and D ^ n (“life,” vs. 6), the author refers to two
different ways o f life, thus urging the reader to choose and accept the right alternative.
In conclusion, the main point of vs. 5 is represented by the entire instruction,
which at first contains a forceful description of why the strange woman’s depraved
lifestyle hastens her end, and second, a warning that the one who chooses to associate
with her will meet the same fate. She goes down to death and Sheol, “but not alone;
she drags her guilty associates with her, and together they think into the grave.”4 The
same idea in a succinct form is repeated in vs. 23, "10^0 p jO JTIQ^

(“he will

die without instruction”), which practically implies both spiritual and physical death.

!For a discussion on the term T T , see exegesis on Gen 37:35, table 2, and
other related texts above.
2See ““JIM ” BDB, 1069; Richard D. Patterson,

TWOT, 2:973.

3Reybum and Fry, Proverbs, 119.
4See Henry Cowles, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song o f Solomon, with
Notes, Critical, Explanatory, and Practical, Designed for Both Pastors and People
(New York: D. Appleton, 1871), 34; Abraham Cohen, Proverbs: Hebrew Text and
English Translation with an Introduction and Commentary (New York: Soncino,
1985), 27.
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Furthermore, neither Sheol nor death, In vs. 5 or their context, contains any
qualifying or descriptive elements that would allude to the netherworld as the place of
some kind of existence. The current text has nothing to do either with the divine
punishment o f the wicked in the underworld or the assertion that Sheol is the abode of
the dead spirits. Both parallel terms are used in the setting of a specific situation,
which not only shows the dangerous course o f the strange woman and her tragic end in
the grave, but also relates to the ability o f making the moral distinction between right
and wrong in one’s conduct.
Prov 7:27

nrrv nrra b w
Translation and Textual Remarks
Her house - the ways of Sheol,
going down to the chambers of death.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 7:1-23 contains the tenth instruction and the fourth warning1 against the
strange woman and her seductive power, which she exercises through smooth speech,
persuasive words, and the strategy o f enticement.
The literary structure o f the warning naturally falls into three major parts, thus
forming a clear A-B-A pattern:2 an introductory instruction (vss. 1-5); description o f

'For the other three see Prov 2:16-22; 5:1-23; 6:20-35.
2See Murphy, Proverbs, 22:42; Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 251-252; Perdue, Proverbs,
133-137; Garrett, Proverbs, 102; Clifford, Proverbs, 84-87.
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seduction (vss. 6-23); and a closing instruction (vss. 24-27),1which in turn can be
divided into three smaller subunits:
Call for attention
Prohibition
The strange woman’s danger

(vs. 24)
(vs. 25)
(vss. 26-27)

The overarching genre o f chap. 7 is the instruction, which has integrated in the
main composition (vss. 6-23) a typical example story.2 The last section (vss. 24-27)
picks up the style o f the introduction and conveys the final warning.

Exegetical Notes
After presenting his dramatic description o f seduction by the HI? njSK
(“strange woman,” vss. 5,6-23), the author sums up his closing warning in an
emphatic recapitulation (vss. 24-27), which is introduced by the adverb ITT1571 (“and
now”), and then followed by the traditional address,

D’OIl (“O sons, listen

to me,” vs. 24).3
Each o f the two parallel lines o f vs. 25 starts with the adverb o f negation
(“not,” “no”),4 which functions as the key factor and guarantee o f safety. The
!An insightful structural arrangement is offered by Koptak, Proverbs, 206, who
demonstrates the unfolding theme o f chap. 7 in the following mirror-like fashion:
A

A1

7:1-5
B

The first call o f attention—protected from the strange woman
7:6-9
A simple young man wonders
C
7:10-20
The woman described and quoted
B1
7:21 -23 A simple young man is slain
7:24-27 The second call to attention—an image o f the woman’s slain victims
Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 61; idem, Proverbs, 22:42.
3The plural form D \D occurs also in Prov 4:1 and 5:7.
B D B,39.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

467
instruction by itself is simple and straightforward: ^ 3 ^ JT D T T ^X

(“do

not let your heart turn to her ways”) and fT n lT F IH O T rr^K (“do not stray in her
paths”). In other words, avoid such a woman and you will live.
Vss. 26 and 27 function not only as a capstone of the whole chapter,5but
also reveal the grounds for the vitally important instruction given in vss. 24 and 25.
By means o f powerful metaphors the speaker describes the deadly consequences o f
association with the rnT n$K as a murderess. The language, since it echoes the
imagery o f war, is extremely concentrated in its intensity.
n ^ s n
T

A *

t r ^ n

*

J *

T

-J

D 'a - p s
J ■

—

i'

vs.

26

for many are the victims she has cast down,

rmn-Ljs
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tv
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D ^m
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and numerous are all her slain
She is pictured as vividly as if she had literally killed countless of her victims
by stabbing them straight in the heart.2 The tension is achieved by two parallel verbs
^33 (“fall,” “perish”)3 and in n (“kill,” “slay”)-4 It should be noted that when the
term

is used in the Hiphil form “it is used of death being caused to someone.”5

Similarly the verb

is employed to refer to “literal killing in war,” especially in the

5See Fox, Proverbs 1-9,251.
2Roger Norman Whybtay, The Book o f Proverbs (Cambridge: University
Press, 1972), 46.
3See ub m ,” BDB, 658.
4S ee“n n , ” BDB, 247.
5Harman, £6 a 3 ,” NIDOTTE, 3:129-131.
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Wisdom literature.1 Furthermore, the same connotations are characteristic to m. pi.
noun O ^ n (lit., “pierced ones”),2 which “can refer to someone murdered” but most
often to “those slain in battle and warfare.”3 The text also informs the reader that her
victims are D',3*1 (“many”) and M SP (“mighty,” “numerous”). It is more than
obvious that the function of the death vocabulary has a specific purpose, namely, to
depict the strange woman as a “slayer” o f a mighty throng, and that effect can be
achieved only by means of highly figurative language. The author draws the picture
of the devastating consequences o f her course, which are as destructive as death itself
and may result, in fact, in actual death o f the victim.4 Thus vs. 26 already contains the
main exegetical clues for the next verse.
The description o f the m ?
*

A TT

JT

'

who causes the downfall and destruction o f

numerous men, is further developed in vs. 27 by employing a number o f mixed
metaphors.

nrra h im
T

.

"*

s

-

Her house - the ways of Sheol,

nin^TirrbK niiT
going down to the chambers o f death
Except the plural construct noun *0"n (“ways”), all the rest represent a pileup o f death terminology. Here the word *0”n functions as the metaphor to designate

‘William R. Domeris, “3 in ,” NIDOTTE, 1:155-157.
2Isa 22:2; Jer 14:18; Ezek 31:17,18; 32:20,21,25,28,29,30,31, 32; Lam 4:9.
3Gary A. Long, “b b n ,” NIDOTTE, 2:151-152; see Fox, Proverbs 1 - 9 , 251.
4R o ss,

Proverbs, 5:942.
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the strange woman’s destructive lifestyle to which she has totally committed herself,1
and also to refer to many possibilities of damage from association with her. In fact,
the plural form o f'O "1*1 provides additional explanatory detail that “all the ways
that lead to her house eventually lead to Sheol.”2 The noun l ”in (“room,”
“chamber”),3 in the qualified figurative expression n)Q “*H in (“chambers of death”),
refers not only to the place of the dead or the grave4 but also functions as a poetical
parallelism to Sheol.
It should be noted that some scholars use the phrase n*tD”"’l i n to construe the
topography of Sheol and to describe its residents. For example, Fox comments that
Sheol is divided into separate provinces or “chambers,” sometimes numbered as
seven. It is unclear who resides where, but the “depths” of Sheol (Prov 9:18) is
considered the worst, and the uncircumcised seem to have their own chamber, in
which they are joined by the unburied casualties of battle (Ezek 31:18; 32:19, 21, 24;
32:25-26).5
L. Perdue strikes the same note: “Her house of seduction is on the way to the
underworld and serves as the gateway to the chamber or rooms of its house (Ezek

’Only in the Book of Proverbs does the term “[“H occur 75 times. See “" p T ,”
BDB, 204; Eugene H. Merrill,

NIDOTTE, 1:989-993.

See Cohen, Proverbs, 43.
3See n in D B D B , 293.
4James D. Price, “T in ,” NIDOTTE, 2:28-30.
5See Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 251. See also the exegesis of Ezek 31:15, 16, 17 and
32:21,27; Prov 9:18.
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32:20-32).”’ And according to C. Toy,
The distinctions in Sheol are not moral, but ritual or social: the uncircumcised and
those who descend without proper burial-rites are assigned to remote, socially
inferior, comers (Ezek 32:18-22; Isa 14:15), kings and great warriors sit on thrones
or occupy other prominent positions (Isa 14:9).2
However, it is surprising that scholars take extremely figurative texts from
Ezekiel and Isaiah, which ridicule and taunt Yahweh’s enemies, and apply then to
Prov 7:27. If a person insists that the phrase nifX ^ T in is literal, then one must also
accept the following interpretations, namely, that the ITJT HjSK is a real mass or
serial killer, her home is a real grave, and so on. Indeed, such exegesis would lead
only to preposterous and absurd ideas.
As is evident from vs. 27, since both lines are in parallel complementing each
other, the death imagery can be used interchangeably. It should be kept in mind that
the word HITS, (“her house”) in such contexts as this designates the grave.3 The
string o f mixed metaphors, “ways,” “house,” and “chambers o f death,” focuses on the
seduction and its consequences.4
As Ross puts it, “A man’s life is not destroyed in one moment. It is taken from
him gradually as he enters into a course of life that will leave him as another victim of

’Leo G. Perdue, Proverbs, BCTP (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 2000), 136.
2Toy, The Book o f Proverbs, 158. See exegesis on Isa 14:9,11,15. Compare
with Steveson, Proverbs, 103-104.
3For the term ITS see exegesis on Isa 14:9,11,15; Job 17:13; Qoh 12:5.
Other texts are Gen 15:2; Isa 22:13,15,16; Ps 49:12; Job 30:23.
4Koptak, Proverbs, 212.
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the wages of sin.” 1 To go to her house means to accept her “ways” and to identify
oneself not only with her but also with Sheol, which foreshadows the future of both of
them.
In the context of the instructive warning, which by its nature strongly
emphasizes the ability o f distinction between right and wrong in one’s conduct, the
term Sheol is more than merely a synonym for the grave, because in this moralspiritual setting it first o f all alludes to spiritual death with all its far-reaching
consequences. On the other hand, there are many ways by which this nT T T (“going
■j

down”) to the grave could imply physical death.
Almost identical mirror imagery is found in Prov 2:16-19, where HIT H1SK
(“strange woman”) is synonymous with rP "P | (“foreign woman,” “adulteress,” vs.
16).3 The emphasis, as in the previous cases, is on the role o f wisdom to unmask the
deceptiveness of the strange woman and protect one from her enticements.
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For her house sinks down to death,
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^ o ss , Proverbs, 5:942.
For the meaning and occurrences of the verb T T in the death contexts, see
exegesis on Gen 37:35 and table 2 above.
3Compare with Prov 5; 6:24-29; 7; and 9:13-18. Gale A. Yee, “I Have
Perfumed My Bed with Myrrh’: The Foreign Woman ( ‘issa zdra) in Proverbs 1-9,”
JSOT 43 (1989): 53-68; Jean N. Aletti, “Seduction et Parole en Proverbes MX,” VT 27
(1977): 129-144.
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Though the syntax of vs. 18 is difficult,1the main idea that is pictured by a
highly metaphorical imagery is clear. Both HIT? (“her house”) and rm bW D (“her
paths”) are in parallel and figuratively designate her course o f action in a negative
sense,2 while HITS may include those who are with her. The expressions associated
with the sphere o f death, O lD 'Stt (“to death”) and D, KS“l"bX‘1 (“to the Rephaim”),
though each o f them contains specific nuances, function in parallel with Sheol.
It should be noted that the term □’’SET!, which serves as a synonymous
designation of the dead, always occurs in the contexts of highly figurative language.
However, some scholars refer to

as the inhabitants o f Sheol. For instance,

Murphy writes, “The ‘shades’ o f vs. 18 (cf. 9:18) are to be identified with the
inhabitants o f Sheol who have no real ‘life,’ but only a shadowy existence.” Fox
explains that “’Ghosts’ or ‘shades’ are the spirits of the dead.”4 And McKane,
referring to Driver, asserts that “the dead are envisaged as a massed community
leading a common life in the netherworld.”5
It should be emphasized once more that as in Prov 7:26, 27, so in Prov 2:18
and 19, the language creates powerful mental pictures which cannot be subjected to

5For the difficulties o f vs. 18 see John A. Emerton, “A Note on Proverbs
11:18,” JTS30 (1979): 153-158; Ross, Proverbs, 5:915; Steveson, Proverbs, 31-32.
2See “^SOT,” BDB, 723. See Michael V. Fox, “The Pedagogy o f Proverbs 2,”
JBL 113, no. 2 (1994): 233-234.
3Murphy, Proverbs, 22:17.
4Fox, Proverbs 1-9,122.
5McKane, Proverbs, 287-278.
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literal interpretation or else they will lead to irrational conclusions. Nobody can say
that “her house sinks down to death” in a literal sense; even if one accepts the
recommended emendations and reads the verse as “For her house is a pit (leading) to
death,”1 there is no sense. The same is true concerning the term

which here

functions only as the poetical designation of the dead (see NKJ, NIV, NAU), and no
more.2
Furthermore, the parallelism with vs. 19 identifies “her house” and “her paths”
with those “who go to her” and “do not regain the path o f life.”
m w r Kh
None who go to her return,
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The essence o f the stem warning is that if one goes to the strange woman’s
house, he joins her on the paths o f adultery, which leads both o f them to spiritual
death, degradation, and even to the grave. In fact, more than personal death is implied
here:

(“but the wicked will be cut off from the land,” vs. 22).

Both 7:26-27 and 2:18-19 emphasize the same point, that the lack o f moral and
spiritual discernment culminates in the unavoidability and irreversibility of
consequences.3
Finally, none o f these metaphorical descriptions contain any hint or allusion
concerning the soul or spirit existence in the underworld, as both of them focus on
!Emerton, “A Note on Proverbs 11:18,” 157.
2For the discussion on the term D’KSn see the exegesis on Isa 14: 9,11,15; Ps
88:4; Job 26:6; Prov 9:18. Also Isa 26:14,19; Prov 21:16.
3Steveson, Proverbs, 32-33.
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the main principle o f wisdom: to choose “the paths of life” instead of following “her
path,” which leads to death, the grave, and the dead.

Prov 9:18
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Translation and Textual Remarks
But he does not know that Rephaim are there,
in the depths of Sheol are her guests.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Prov 9:1-18, which is the twelfth and last instruction in the section of
instructions and speeches o f wisdom (chaps. 1-9),1 summarizes the main points o f the
first eight chapters by contrasting woman wisdom with woman folly. The author
shows how wisdom’s banquet brings life, but folly’s banquet leads to death.
The structural arrangement o f this chapter is clear, as it naturally divides into
three major parts: vss. 1-6 depict wisdom’s invitation; vss. 7-12 contrast the responses
of the mocker and the wise man, whereas vs. 10 functions as a climax of the whole
chapter, “the fear ofYahweh is the beginning o f wisdom” (vs. 10); and vss. 13-18
describe the deadly consequences o f folly’s invitation.2 The last segment consists o f
three subunits:

lReybura and Fry, Proverbs, 200.
2For an insightful three-part structure see Koptak, Proverbs, 264. Compare
with Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 62; idem, Proverbs, 22:57-58; Reybum and Fry,
Proverbs, 200. Fox divides chap. 9 into two major sections. Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 303;
see also Ross, Proverbs, 5:947-951.
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Description and location of the invitation (vss. 13-15)
Invitation to the simple
(vss 16-17)
Consequences o f the invitation—Death (vs. 18)
Though chap. 9 Includes various genre elements like admonition (vs. 7), a
saying (vs. 10), an affirmation (vs. 11), specific contrasts and repetitions (vs. 12),1 it is
locked together by the main theme. The overall genre of the chapter can be defined as
the wisdom speech.2

Exegetical Notes
Prov. 9:18 contains the third reference to the term Sheol in the book of
Proverbs, which functions not only in the milieu of particular contrasts and warnings,
but also is directly linked with the strange woman. As in each o f the two previous
cases (5:5; 7:27), so also here, the author deals with the moral implications and
consequences o f her adultery as well as the one who accepts her invitation.
In fact, some o f the descriptive aspects o f the strange woman in chap. 9 are
even more specific than the ones referred to in the previous situations. In a thumbnail
sketch she is depicted as

DOX (“a foolish woman”), rPQH (“boisterous”),

n v m (“simple,” “foolish”), n in y ’bsfl (“and she knows nothing,” vs. 13). These
profile characteristics confirm that the woman is not able to discern between right and
wrong. In fact, this is the most appropriate imagery to designate the strange woman

'Murphy, Proverbs, 22:57-58.
2Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 62-63; Bernard Lang, Frau Weisheit: Deutung
einer biblischen Gestalt (Dusseldorf: Patmos-Verlag, 1975), 115-144; Margaret Odell
Gilchrist suggests that chaps. 1-9 belong to the riddle genre. “Proverbs 1-9: Instruction
or Riddle,” Proceedings o f the Eastern Great Lakes and Midwest Biblical Societies 4
(1984): 131-145. See also McKane, Proverbs, 1-10.
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and her adultery, which shows itself as the highest degree of foolishness.1
Next the author illustrates how the concise characterization o f the woman
harmonizes with her actions: HITS n n s b rOCPI (“and she sits at the entrance of
A t

her house,” vs.

~

- j v

:

t

:

t

«j '

x

(“to call to those who pass by,” vs. 15). She

invites to her house not simply any passerby, but H in 1CP

(“whoever is

simple let him turn here”) and 3 ^ " “lp n i (“who lacks heart/judgment,” vs. 16). It
should be pointed out that exactly the same invitation was already extended by the
first woman Wisdom in vss. 4 and 5, moreover, the acceptance o f her offer would lead
the simple to abandon his ways by choosing life (vs. 6).
Furthermore, the metaphors o f vs. 17,

DTZFUS’TTD (“stolen waters are

sweet”)2 and DOT O nnO Dnjri (“bread o f secrecy is pleasant,” vs. 17),3 show that
the strange woman has diametrically opposed goals, as her language contains not only
clear overtones o f seduction and adultery, but also has something to say about the
routine o f her lifestyle as such.
In order to lock vs. 18 Into the entire fabric of the strange woman’s portrayal, it
is extremely important to have this concise overview of the context, as it contains the
keys for better understanding of the nature, function, and purpose o f the term Sheol in

!Steveson, Proverbs, 127.
For “water” as a symbol of sensual pleasures see Prov 5:15-18. Steveson,
Proverbs, 129; D. Winton Thomas, “Notes on Some Passages in the Book of
Proverbs,” V T 15 (1965): 271-279.
3Clifford, Proverbs, 107. See an insightful article by Judith E. McKinlay, “To
Eat or Not to Eat: Where Is Wisdom in This Choice?” Semeia 86 (1999): 73-84.
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the current description. It can be already asserted that so far the context is absolutely
void o f any allusions to Sheol as the place of continued existence.
Vs. 18 contains one of the most dramatic statements, which fittingly
culminates in the summarized description o f the strange woman’s trap, the problem of
her visitor, and the tragic finale. Though the invitation seemed attractive, promising
secret enjoyment and sweet pleasures, her house turned out to be the place of the dead:

oo d^xd-ps rp-xVi
t

* t

:

- t

:

But he does not know that Rephaim are there,

rrx*Tp m -pmn
in the depths of Sheol are her guests
It is important to note that the major function o f the disjunctive 1 (“but”) is
to introduce and emphasize the contrast between the invitation of the strange woman
and the real consequences, that is, death. The phrase 3 'V " ( “he does not know”)
refers to the person who accepted the invitation to come to her house, which in Prov
7:27 was described as HJT2 blKCf *OTI (“her house-the ways o f Sheol,” see
also 5:5).
It is a real paradox that the house, which under normal circumstances functions
as the place o f utmost shelter, protection, and safety, in the current portrayal is
depicted as the place where, due to the employment of death imagery, the threatening
atmosphere is heightened to the utmost, thus showing that the location is one of the
greatest dangers. In fact, the message is unambiguous: The simple man could be safe
outside her house, but by staying inside he will be destroyed together with the strange
woman like the ones who are dead in the grave.
But what does he not know? He does not know that her house is like Sheol
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itself. The specific term D^KET] is employed not only as another poetic parallel for
the dead,1 which should not be confused with the shades or ghosts o f the dead,2 but
also as a summary of the final outcome o f their immoral deeds. In addition, the
masculine plural noun D'KEfl is parallel to !TX“)p (Qal pass. ptc. m. p. cstr. 3 f. s.
sf.), literally meaning, “her invited ones,” “those invited by her,” or “those called by
her,” which functions as the analogy of the one “who does not know.” It is obvious
that everything here is construed around the framework o f the death vocabulary, which
denotes a downward progression from life to death.
The particle adverb DC (“there”) focuses attention on the spot in which a scene
is vividly localized in the author’s imagination and also serves as the antecedent of
h im

'p a r 3 (“in the depth o f Sheol”). It is instructive to note that the descriptive

term pD'U (“depth”) does not imply here any supernatural connotations, but simply
refers to the physical depth o f the grave.4 This is one o f the reasons why the phrase
has nothing to do with “the deepest parts o f the netherworld,”
“the worst (cf. Ps 86:13; Ezek 26:20; 31:14-18; 32:24 .. .)”5 or “the dead who lead a
shadowy existence in Sheol.”6
*See the NASB, N I¥, NKJV, NRSV, and RSV. The NJB has “the Shades.”
2See Harris, “Proverbs,” 566. For the discussion of the term
see
exegesis on Isa 14: 9 ,1 1 ,15; Ps 88:4; Job 26:6; Prov 7:27. Also Isa 26:14,19; Prov
21:16.
3See“DtTi ” BDB, 1027.

4Alexander, “pOU,” NIDOTTE, 3:438-440.
5Fox, Proverbs 1- 9, 302.
6Ross, Proverbs, 5:951.
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In the current setting it is impossible to separate their sinful pleasures from the
trap o f death, since every detail here functions as a part of the whole.1 Thus vs. 18
graphically associates the house o f the strange woman with Sheol, and the ones called
by her “are accounted as dead even while alive.”2 The author employs a highly
figurative language mixed with death imagery to demonstrate the inseparable
relationship that exists between this adulterous woman and the sphere of death. In
other words, the simple one identifies himself with the woman not only physically, but
also emotionally and ideologically. Consequently,

(“he does not know”)

that tobeDltf (“there”) in her house is the same as to be in the depths of the grave, and
that is a forceful statement
Here the purpose and function of the term Sheol, which is used in the same
context o f sexual immorality as in Prov 5:5 and 7:27, is to demonstrate the fact that a
lifestyle o f adultery and promiscuity inevitably leads to death and the grave, and that
he who accepts the invitation o f the strange woman to go to her house is as if already
dead. By accepting her invitation he declares his solidarity with her cause.
Finally, the basic idea o f the whole passage—in fact, o f all the first nine

*Koptak, Proverbs, 270.
Cohen, Proverbs, 55.
3See Claudia V. Camp, “Woman Wisdom as Root Metaphor: A Theological
Consideration,” in The Listening Heart: Essays in Wisdom and the Psalms in Honor o f
RolandE. Murphy, ed. Kenneth G. Hoglund et al., JSOTSup 58 (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1987), 45-76; idem, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book o f Proverbs
(Decatur, GA: Almond Press, 1985), 115-120; idem, Wise, Strange and Holy: The
Strange Woman and the Making o f the Bible (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000),

64-66.
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chapters o f the book—is demonstrated by its repeatedly strong interpretive emphasis
on instruction and warnings that wisdom offers life with no mention o f immoral
pleasure, whereas folly offers sweet pleasure, “stolen water,” and “secret bread” with
no mention o f death and the grave.1 In other words, the strange woman functions as a
symbol and metaphorical agent for the destructive forces that lead the simple with her
to death and the grave, and at the same time form a direct antithesis to everything that
is called life.2
The employment o f the term Sheol in Prov 9:18, 5 :5, and 7:27 functions as a
stark warning and refers to the necessity o f Yahweh’s people to distance themselves
physically, morally, and even socially from the corrupt and seductive influences of the
strange woman and her adultery. In a nutshell, it serves as a prototype o f judgment
which transcends historical reality and provides a tool to designate the depths o f sin
into which the unwise had sunk, and the finality o f the punishment they could receive,
namely, eternal death. Neither Sheol nor Rephaim in vs. 18 has any relation to the
idea that “physical demise initiates the real death which continues into the afterlife.”3
There is only one way to obtain wisdom and avoid death and Sheol,

n r a c a fipv. r a n mrr rsrr n a sn n'pnn (“the fear of Yahweh is the
it

•
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:

x

beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge o f the Holy One is insight,” vs. 10). This

!R oss, Proverbs, 5:947.

2Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book o f Proverbs, 120.
Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “The Rhetoric o f Death in the Wisdom o f Solomon
and the Letters of Paul,” in The Listening Heart: Essays in Wisdom and the Psalms in
Honor o f Roland E. Murphy, ed. Kenneth G. Hoglund et al., ISOTSup 58 (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1987), 127-145.
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means that another function o f the term Sheol in the current passage is to point beyond
the time-and-space dimensions of this earth to the reality o f Yahweh, Who is
sovereign and immortal and whose wisdom is absolute.

Prov 15:11,24

D i f ’n
n a n V itw p

m rr “m

]T\2 m b*\m

-no }mb b ^ m b nbm b

n™n m k

11
24

Translation and Textual Remarks
11 Sheol and Abaddon are before Yahweh,
how much more the hearts of the sons o f men!
24 The path o f life [leads] upward for the prudent,
in order to turn from Sheol below.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Chap. 15:1-33 consists of individual two-line short sayings, where the second
line often is in contrast to the first one.1 The instructions o f chaps. 1-9 were mostly
addressed to “my son,” whereas here no such person is singled out. Chap. 15 differs
from everything that was explored before, not only because of the powerful emphasis
on acquiring wisdom and instruction concerning practical daily life, but especially
because o f the frequent appearance o f Yahweh’s name (vss. 3, 8,9, 1 1 ,1 6 ,25,26,29,
and 33).
Scholarly approaches to the structural divisions o f the chapter are mostly
tentative, as each proverb contains its own message and can function independently

^ e e Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 63-65; Reybum and Fry, Proverbs, 214-215.
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from other sayings, and that is why it is hard to make an exact outline.1 The structural
arrangement here represents a modified version of Koptak’s outline:2
Words and Speech
Yahweh Sayings
“Heart” Sayings
“Better than” Sayings
Sluggards and Fools
Yahweh Sayings

(15:1-8)
(15:9-11)
(15:12-15)
(15:16-18)
(15:19-24)
(15:25-33)

The overall genre is not so much the instruction, as simply “a collection of
sayings with the catch words in vss. 2-3, 8-9,13-16,29~32.”3

Exegetical Notes
There is a wide variety o f ways in which to present the same idea from various
angles and which at the same time are locked together through their direct intertextual
relationship. For example, the function o f the recurring death vocabulary like Sheol
and Abaddon in vs. 11 emphasizes Yahweh’s omniscience and omnipresence, which
has already been discussed in almost identical fashion in Amos 9:2, Ps 139:8, and Job
26:6. Consequently, a few succinct exegetical notes will suffice.

mrr laa ]raKi bmw
Sheol and Abaddon are before Yahweh,

how much more the hearts of the sons o f men.
!See Jutta Krispenz, Spruchkompositionen im Buck Pmverbia (Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang, 1989), 71-79, 170-171; Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 70; idem,
Proverbs, 22:111; Garrett, Proverbs, 149-150; Knut Martin Heim, Like Grapes o f
Gold Set in Silver: An Interpretation o f Proverbial Clusters in Proverbs 10:1-22:16,
BZAW 273 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), 192-205; Whybray, The Composition
o f the Book o f Proverbs, 106; McKane, Proverbs, 476.
2Koptak, Proverbs, 394.
3Murphy, Proverbs, 22:111.
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The first line contains only four words, three nouns and one preposition, but it
is sufficient with this succinct form to demonstrate Yahweh’s omniscience. The
words *71m and

(“Abaddon”),1 meaning destruction, are synonymous

conceptions designating the place o f the dead, and exactly the same parallelism occurs
in Prov 27:20. As was repeatedly seen from various books and contexts, these terms
have nothing to do with the spirit world or some kind o f underworld stratum.
Contrary to the assertions that “P “1DK is the lowest hell, the place of deepest descent,
o f uttermost destruction,”2 or “Sheol and Abaddon represent the remote underworld
and all the mighty powers that reside there .. . , ” they simply function as parallel
poetic designations for the grave,4 which, o f course, is below the earth’s surface.
The preposition 133 (“in front of,” “in sight o f’) is associated here with the
“collateral idea o f being open or known to,”5 which basically means that “Sheol and
Abaddon lie open before Yahweh,” “are known to Him,” or “lie exposed.” The
statement emphasizes Yahweh’s absolute control and dominion over the sphere o f
death and is identical with that o f Job 26:6, “Naked is Sheol before Him, and there is

JFor the major discussion, see exegeses on Amos 9:2, Pss 88:4; 139:8, and Job
26:6.
2Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Proverbs o f Solomon, vol. 2
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1874), 1:322.
Ross, Proverbs, 5:995. Similarly, Clifford refers to Sheol and Abaddon as
“the place where the spirits o f the dead live in a shadowy existence.” Clifford,
Proverbs, 152.
4Harris, “Proverbs,” 570.
5“133,” BDB, 617. See also Isa 59:12; Hos 7:2; Pss 38:10; 69:20; 119:168; Job
26:6.
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no covering to Abaddon.”1
In order to convey the main point of the proverb, the author uses parallelism by
employing the first line as the foundational platform, which leads to the identification
and intensification in the second line,

(“how much more the

hearts of the sons of men”). The author takes the specified truth as the fact and applies
it to the new situation. C. Feinberg explains that, after a positive sentence when “a
previous statement is built into a fortiori argument,” the conjunction

(“also,”

“yea”) functions to express an emphatic “how much more.”
The phrase

ITD*? (“the hearts of the sons o f men”) is parallel to

Sheol and Abaddon. It is interesting to note that in vs. 3 the author expresses the same
thought as in vs. 11, JTJJT

D ipQ “^D!p (“in every place are the eyes of

Yahweh”) and furthermore, He is

□’’IH niS2S (“watching the evil and the

good”). It means that not only physical places are exposed before Him, but also the
most intimate and hidden regions o f a human being (see vss. 8 ,9 , and 10).3 Both lines
pinpoint the location aspect, Sheol, Abaddon, and hearts, but with absolutely different
qualitative implications.
However, vs. 11 implies more than mere comparison, emphasizing Yahweh’s
infinite knowledge. Far from being mere coincidence, the imagery o f Sheol and
Abaddon points not only to the place of decay that designates the end o f human
existence, but also entails the full process o f returning to the dust o f the ground.

]For more details see exegesis on Job 26:6.
2See Charles L. Feinberg,

TWOT, 1:62-63. See Prov 11:31; 19:7; 21:27.

3See “heart” in Prov 15:7,13 (twice), 1 4 ,1 5 ,2 1 ,2 8 ,3 0 , 32.
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Moreover, the fact that Sheol and Abaddon are exposed before Yahweh basically
refers to the dead in the grave, thus implying the notion that He knows their character
and all their deeds, and the examination of “the hearts o f the sons o f men” alludes to
an act of judgment. The main function o f both terms Sheol and Abaddon in vs. 11 is
that o f comparison in order to highlight Yahweh’s omniscience and His total control
over the sphere o f death. The meaning of the term Sheol is restricted here by its
context, which is void o f any idea pertaining to existence in the underworld.
Furthermore, the importance o f the employment o f the term Sheol in vs. 24, in

particular its direct association with the already familiar “path” motif from Prov 1-9, is
demonstrated in terms of antithetic parallelism and is self-evident.

b'smb nbmb crsn m k
The path o f life [leads] upward for the prudent,

nan ^itro'n “no }m b
in order to turn from Sheol below.
The first clause characterizes the path of the prudent as O ^ n fT lk (“the path
of life”). Though the term fTlk (“way,” “path”)1 functions in a synonymous
parallelism with ^|T1 (“way,” “road”), it emphasizes more “the state or condition of
the man under consideration” than his actions.3 Here the word FTlk refers to the
entire life of the prudent, and also implies the notion o f “the ultimate destination

lSeetr n k ” BDB,73.
2See

BDB, 204.

3Klaus Koch, T P N ” TDOT, 3:280-281.
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of the way of Yahweh,” which is life.5 More than that, the term HIK functions here
not only as a metaphor for life, but also exhibits theological connotations, which imply
relationship with Yahweh within a covenant context.
The masculine plural noun D,sn (lit., “lives”) implies more than purely
physical existence, and that is why the author states that CPT! n “M (“the path of
life”) leads the prudent T tb ^lib (“upward”).3 The path of life is qualified inPs 16:11
as the path that leads to life, which is synonymous with the presence of Yahweh, His
right hand, fullness of joys, and pleasures.4
By employing the adverb bm (“above,” “upward”)5 with the directional

Ht and the preposition o f possession b, that characterizes the intention and activity of
the prudent,6 the author highlights the qualifying-spatial-directional aspect, which by
<

its nature and function is diametrically opposed to the adverb o f the second line HDD

5Eugene H. Merrill, ‘THX,” NIDOTTE, 1:511-512; Roger Norman Whybray,
Wisdom in Proverbs: The Concept o f Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9 (Naperville, IL: A. R.
Allenson, 1965), 47-48.
2Victor P. Hamilton, T H K TWOT, 1:71; Merrill, T H X ,” 1:512.
3Hie phrase “path of life” occurs four times in the book of Proverbs: 2:19; 5:6;
15:24, and once in the form of D,sn ^"TT) (“the way o f life”).
4See Bratcher and Reybum, Psalms, 147.
5G. Lloyd Carr, uT \b S f TWOT, 2:666-670;
BDB, 750. For antimereia
(the exchange o f one part of speech for another) o f the adverbs, when an adverb is
used instead o f an adjective, see Bullinger, Figures o f the Speech, 491,494-495.
6See Delitzsch, Proverbs o f Solomon, 1:329.
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(“downwards”).1 Despite the fact that vs. 24 does not contain a reference to heaven,
the direct association o f the adverb HDD with the place of the dead, Sheol, serves as
an argument that the adverb

alludes to the opposite location,2 heaven, which,

of course, should be understood as the end o f the path in an eschatological sense. In
addition, the statement b^mb

nbmb o^n rnk implies not only the

progression in quality or the spiritual aspect but also embraces the future dimension.
It means that the concepts of life and death cannot be restricted merely by the physical
sphere of this world, as both o f them, in one way or another, relate to the realities that
-j

are eternal.
The second line is introduced by the appositional preposition "jlJOS (“in order
that”), and therefore it functions as a purpose clause, H22D biKBD "MO

(“in

order to turn from Sheol below”). The second line clarifies the first one by referring to
the prudent as the one who HDD ^1X100 "MO (“turns from Sheol below”). The verb

"MO (“turn away,” “depart”)4 functions to emphasize the necessity o f turning away

’See “n m , ” BDB, 641.
T

*“

2Toy argues that “above” refers only to life on upper earth while “below”
refers to the grave in lower earth. Toy, The Book o f Proverbs, 314. Contrary to Toy’s
argument, McKane writes, “This is evident from the consideration that if the path o f
life is envisaged as a this-worldly way o f life conditional on submission to discipline,
‘upwards’ does not make any sense in relation to it. Hence the opposition of
‘upwards’ and ‘downwards’ is not apposite if the contrast is between a this-worldly
pattern o f conduct which ensures vitality, and Sheol.” McKane, Proverbs, 480.
3Steveson, Proverbs, 209; compare Prov 10:18 and 12:28. See also Mitchell J.
Dahood, “Immortality in Proverbs 12:28,” BIblico 41, no. 2 (1960): 176-181.
4J. A. Thomson and Elmer A. Martens, “IlD ,” NIDOTTE, 3:238-239.
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from evil as well as accepting the path o f life in order to avoid the grave.
By employing the m ost fundam ental contrasts, which have nothing in com m on

among themselves since they comprise such opposite polarities as “life” and “death,”
or the clearly implied antithesis of heaven and Sheol,2 the author describes two ways
o f life and their consequences.3 Furthermore, vs. 24 associates the choice of one’s
path with the relation of cause and effect, which means that by making wise decisions
it is possible to avoid one’s premature death and the grave, a notion which has farreaching consequences. On the other hand, those who choose to reject the path o f life
accept the other path with the opposite direction, which eventually leads them to Sheol
below.4 In either case the result is produced as the exact correlative o f the cause,
which implies one’s choice o f action and process. Primarily the implications in both
cases are moral.
Finally, in the current context the term Sheol as a poetic word, designating the
place o f the dead, refers only to the grave. Neither of the two adverbs (HOD, SlJD)
can be used to support the teaching o f the immortality of the soul or the punishment
o f the wicked in the underworld, as the function of both adverbs is to contrast two
diametrically opposed w ays o f life w hich lead to tw o corresponding outcomes,
nam ely life and death. The em ploym ent o f the term Sheol in vs. 24 also provides

*L. A. Snijders, “11D,” TDOT, 10:199-207; ““HO,” BDB, 694. See also Prov
1:1,8; 2:3; 3:7; 4:27; 13:14; 16:6.
2McKane, Proverbs, 480.
3Whybray, Proverbs, 234.
4For the contrast draw n between the righteous and the w icked see Prov 11:7;
13:9; 23:18:24:14,20.
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no evidence for the view that Sheol is reserved exclusively for the wicked.1

Prov 23:14

b*>m bi&m irar)

m m nnx

Translation and Textual Remarks
You shall strike him with the rod,
and you will save his soul from Sheol.

Text Unit and Its Genre
As a part o f the so-called thirty sayings (22-17-24:1-22),2 Prov 23:1-35
contains a variety o f practical themes and images, whereas in terms o f the teaching
style it is similar to chaps. 1-9.3 It seems that the topics are clearly defined as one
theme changes to another; however, because o f the specific nature o f its sayings,
scholars have no unified approach to its structural arrangement.4
For the current exegesis the following tentative outline will suffice:5
vss. 1-9 contain various instructions and warnings concerning one’s behavior at the
ruler’s table, craving, riches, and one’s speech; vss. 10-11 prohibit moving the

1Contra Milgrom, Numbers 1 J 7 D J , 137-138; Rosenberg, “The Concept o f
Biblical Sheol,” 173-245. See also exegesis on Gen 37:35; 1 Sam 2:6; Isa 7:11; 28:18;
Jonah 2:3; Pss 18:6; 88:4; 89:49; 116:3; 139:8; Job 14:13; 17:13,16.
For the demarcation o f the thirty sayings see Garrett, Proverbs, 193-200.
3See Reybum and Fry, Proverbs, 472.
4Murphy, Proverbs, 22:174.
5For an insightful structure see Koptak, Proverbs, 544. For different structural
arrangements see Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 74-77; Whybray, The Composition o f
the Book o f Proverbs, 141-142; Perdue, Proverbs, 200-213.
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boundary stone; vss. 12-18 describe the importance of discipline; vss. 19-21 counsel
one to avoid drunkards and gluttons; and vss. 22-35 exhort one to avoid the harlot and
wine.

Structurally vss. 12-18 can be divided in the following way:
Invitation to accept wisdom
Do not withhold discipline
Invitation to be wise
Fear Y ahweh and you will have a future

(23:12)
(23:13-14
(23:15-16)
(23:17-18)

The overarching genre of chap. 23 is that o f instruction.1 The main purpose o f
its function is to instruct, warn, admonish, prohibit, and motivate its audience to
exhibit a specific mind-set by adopting true wisdom, which leads a person to think and
behave ethically.

Exegetical Notes
It is significant to note that the term Sheol in vs. 14 is located in a milieu o f
instructions, warnings, and prohibitions, which are marked by two recurring key
words, 2 b (“heart”)2 and ]" ^ (“eye”),3 repeatedly urging the youth to be on the alert.4
In the instance under review, these general details help to better identify the setting of
the term Sheol and also its specifics that the author meant to convey.

'Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 74.
2Prov 23:7, 12,15,17, 19,26, 33, and 34.
3Prov 23:5,6 ,2 6 ,2 9 ,3 1 ,3 3 .
4See Koptak, Proverbs, 544.
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Do not hold back discipline from a child,
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n i r Kb m m H s r r s
although you strike him with the rod, he will not die.
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m m nm
You shall strike him with the rod,

vs. 14

‘r a n b t e m m m )
and you will save his soul from Sheol.
Both vss. 13 and 14 are addressed to the person in authority, parent or teacher,
and express the same advice, whereas vs. 14 points to the positive results o f the
physical correction of youth. The only major difference between them is that vs. 13
starts with a negative command "1D3Q . . . PJjDPrbx (“do not hold back discipline”),
whereas in vs. 14 the instruction is introduced by an emphatic pronoun

(“you”),

which is followed by two positive statements.
Though the context o f the term Sheol emerges as straightforward and selfevident, which clearly communicates the basic meaning of Sheol as that o f the grave,
some scholars see in the second line o f vs. 14, ViSFl blKOT TOD31 (“and you will
save his soul from Sheol”), a reference to the underworld.
For example, G. B erry asserts that “pertinent to Sheol and punishment is
Proverbs 23:14: the corporeal discipline o f a son shall deliver his soul from Sheol.”1 J.
M’CIintock and J. Strong refer to Prov 23:14 by labeling Sheol as “the penal abode o f

1George R. Berry, The Book o f Proverbs, An American Commentary on the
Old Testament, 8 vols. (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication, 1904), 4:78.
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the wicked as distinguished from and opposed to the righteous.”1 But H. Ironside
explains that “Sheol is not exactly hell. It is the world of spirits; here used as that to
which a vicious life will soon lead.”2 Apparently, these quotes imply much mold' than
merely saving a youth from early death and the grave, and that is why it is necessary
to focus briefly on vs. 24b.
Though the expression b ' m

blK fQ TOD31 is quite terse, it contains

important key vocabulary, namely, TOD31 (“and his soul”) and

(“you will save”;

see also Ps 86:13). The idiom “his soul” refers to the whole person, and as was
repeatedly emphasized earlier, it should be understood as “you will save him,”3 that is,
the whole being as such, and not some abstract, invisible element o f his soul. One
should never try to artificially separate the noun H3D3 from its pronominal suffix 1 in
vs. 14, or else it may lead to non-biblical theories. In other words, because of the
wrongly applied emphasis and misinterpretation o f the construction IlDDTI in its
context, the text loses its inner balance, and the meaning o f another key verb ^23
(“deliver, “rescue, “save”)4 is also misunderstood.
The verb ^23 is in Hiphil form, which in Proverbs generally refers to “rescue
^ohn M’Clintock and James Strong, “Sheol,” Cyclopedia o f Biblical,
Theological, and Ecclesiastical Literature, 12 vols. (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1888), 9:662-663.
2Henry A. Ironside, Notes on the Book o f Proverbs (New York: Loizeaux
Brothers, 1907), 321-322.
See Excursus 1, especially the exegesis on Pss 16:10; 30:4; 49:16; 86:13;
88:14.
4See

-T

3

BDB, 665.
7
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from potential, not actual, disaster by steering one away from calamitous paths.”1
The exhortation to correct a youth D2W2 (“with the rod”) and the statement

mrr

n b (“he will not die,” vs. 13) basically mean that “he will come to no very

great harm.”2 It is also important to note that in those cases where the verb niET (“he
will die”) is in Qal imperfect, which in turn is negated by X1? (“no,” “not”), both terms
serve as a formula, which in most instances designates the avoidance of death.3 This
negative statement with positive consequences functions as a reassurance that a youth
will not die under the mentioned conditions. The purpose and motivation o f discipline
are further described in vs. 24, “and you will save his soul from Sheol,” that is, you
will save him from premature death and the grave, or in other words, you will save
him from the fatal consequences o f a wicked lifestyle.4 On the other hand, the lack of
discipline would lead a youth to sure death.
The fact that the verb

in the current context has nothing to do with Sheol

as the spirit world is also seen from its other functions. Basically the root *»3 denotes
an act o f separation,5 which together with the preposition

(“from,” “out o f’) takes

‘Hubbard, “b x i ” NIDOTTE, 3:141-147.
D. Winton Thomas, “Textual and Philological Notes on Some Passages in the
Book of Proverbs,” Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East: Presented to
Professor Harold Henry Rowley by the Society for Old Testament Study in Association
with the Editorial Board ofVetus Testamentum, in Celebration o f His Sixty-fifth
Birthday, 24 March 1955, ed. M. Noth and D. Winton Thomas, VTSup 3 (Leiden:
Brill, 1955), 280-292.
3See Exod 9:4; 21:18; 28:35; Lev 16:2,13;Num 35:12; Josh 20:9; Isa 51:14;
Ezek 18:21,28; 33:15; lim an, Old Testament Formulas about Death, 107-111.
4Hubbard,

” 3:146.

5Bergmann, “*723” TLOT, 2:760-762.
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on the sense o f “rescue.” However, in vs. 14 the verb

exhibits another quite

distinct and significant aspect o f its function, nam ely, it has a strong connotation o f

protection1 from various evil and immoral w ays. This m essage o f protection of the
is encoded in the situations it depicts. Implying not only physical

verb

■j

deliverance, but also communicating relevant spiritual overtones, It graphically
pictures a youth who should be protected or removed from deadly dangers.3
Consequently, the purpose o f various instructions and warnings of chap. 23, and the
book of Proverbs as a whole, is to emphasize the role of wisdom, which delivers a
youth from a wicked lifestyle (Prov 2:12), the strange woman (vs. 16; 23:26-28), envy
(23:17-18), gluttony and intoxication (23:19-23), etc., thus protecting a youth from the
resulting disaster and death (vss. 19,22; 10:2; 11:4).4
It should be noted that Prov 23:27 contains two parallel lines, which are quite
similar in their meaning. The major reason for the employment of a highly figurative
language is to intensify the warning to avoid a “deadly trap” o f a harlot and a strange
woman:5

mi? npni? n m c n s
AT

IIT %

- IT

t •

for a harlot is a deep pit

n s“D3 r r a
and a strange woman is a narrow w ell
it

•

:

t

t t

r ' :

1B. Hossfefd-Kafthoff, “^ 3 ” TDOT, 9:533-540.
2M ilton C. Fisher, “*?S3 ” TWOT, 2:594.
3Hossfeld-Ka!thoff, “S s 3 ,” 9:536.

4Ibid.
5See Reybum and Fry, Proverbs, 504.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

495

Despite the sexual overtones o f this verse, there is something more. The
terms HnTO (“pit”)1 and *1X2 (“pit,” “well”)2 are in parallel and here serve as
synonyms of Sheol, which in turn has direct verbal linkage with the strange woman of
Prov 5:5, 7:27, and 9:18, where death, the dead, Sheol, and the strange woman
•

a

«

•

function as an almost identical entity. Consequently, this implied relationship
between the term Sheol of vs. 14 and HiTHO / “IfcQ in vs. 27 alludes to a specific
motif, which serves as a model o f dangers and death from which a youth should be
protected or rescued. Of course, this danger motif is interrelated to Sheol and implies
much more than merely the strange woman, as was seen above.
In summary, vss. 13-14 emphasize the necessity o f disciplining a youth by the
rod, which is a symbol o f authority and necessary means o f correction. The
avoidance of death is further stressed through the formula rWRT

(“he will not

die”), which functioning under the mentioned conditions would lead a youth to a
certain pattern of behavior.
When the explicitly stated exhortation to use the rod is met, then one of the
major functions of the verb

is to confirm the consequences of discipline, that a

youth is protected from early death which naturally entails the grave (see also Prov
13:24; 19:18; 22:15,17).4 Thus, the one who administers corporeal punishment saves

lSee“7 m
7 W ” BDB, 1001.
2See “1X 3,” BDB, 91. See also table 9 and exegesis on Isa 14:9,11,15.
3See the exegesis of the mentioned verses.
4Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, 176; Delitzsch, Proverbs o f Solomon, 112; Toy,
The Book o f Proverbs, 433; Ross, Proverbs, 5:1070; Murphy, Proverbs, 22:175-176.
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the young person spiritually and physically from various wicked ways which lead to
Sheol. This is the main point of vss. 13 and 14. While in the current context the term
Sheol alludes to premature death and serves as a poetic synonym for the place of the
dead or the grave, it also functions as the antithesis to life (his soul), but that is all.

Prov 27:20

ruuafon *6 o-mn w i rt^mn vib
t

:

-

:

-

t

t

t

. . . . .

T :

:

-

bim

Translation and Textual Remarks
Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied,
and the eyes o f the man are never satisfied.

Text Unit and Its Genre
Prov 27:1-27 is part o f a larger block which consists o f chaps. 25:1-29:27
and is often referred to as the Proverbs o f Solomon copied by Hezekiah’s men
(25:1). This chapter characterized by particularly short individual sayings and
brief admonitions,1which refer to various aspects of friendship and mutual human
relationships.

Though some verses are paired (1-2,3-4, 5-6, and 15-16), and vss. 23-27 can
be identified as an extended admonition,3 there is very little of cohesiveness or
interaction among the sayings, which therefore result in no structural unity.4 In order

!Whybray, Proverbs, 379; Koptak, Proverbs, 605.
2Reybum and Fry, Proverbs, 572.

3Ibid.
4Whybray, The Composition o f the Book o f Proverbs, 125-126.
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to avoid tentative structural details, the following general outline adopted from Koptak
will suffice:1
Praise and rebuke
Family and safety
Bad neighbors and quarrelsome wives
Iron to iron, face to face
Care for one’s animals

(27:1 -7)
(27:8-12)
(27:13-16)
(27:17-22)
(27:23-27)

Vss. 17-22 consist of six synthetic and by their nature comparative sayings: the
focus o f vs. 17 is on influence; vs. 18 refers to fidelity; vs. 19 speaks about sympathy;
vs. 20 pictures human greed; vs. 21 mentions test o f character; and vs. 22 states that
folly is ineradicable.2
It is hard to define an overarching genre o f Prov 27 since it represents various
forms; however, vss. 1-22 could be referred to as antithetic proverbs and vss. 23-27
as instruction.3 The setting is the same as in the previous cases, namely, instruction.

Exegetical Notes
Vs. 20 is located almost in the middle o f miscellaneous reflections on the
human character (vss. 17-22), whereas one o f its basic functions, the fourth
comparative saying, is to exhibit the negative side of human nature.

*Koptak, Proverbs, 605-606. For other options see Murphy, Wisdom
Literature, 78-79; idem, Proverbs, 22:206; Clifford, Proverbs, 235; McKane,
Proverbs, 607-609; Bruce V. Malchow, “A Manual for Future Monarchs,” CBQ 47,
no. 2 (1985): 238-245.
2For an analysis of the tentative structure, including thematic links and the
catchwords, see Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, Context and Meaning in Proverbs 25-27,
Society o f Biblical Literature (SBL) 96 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1988), 123-143;
Adele Berlin, “Grammatical Aspects o f Biblical Parallelism,” HUCA 50 (1979): 1743.
3Perdue, Proverbs, 226-229; Murphy, Proverbs, 22:206.
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vh r m x i m

nrofon

Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied,

nauafon
t

:

“

;

'

vib m x n
t t

t

T in
-•

*■ :

and the eyes o f the man are never satisfied.
This is the third occasion (Job 26:6; Prov 15:11, and 27:20) when both terms

r m io bixfo (“Abaddon” or “Destruction”1), which particularly in the wisdom
literature refers to the place o f destruction,2 stand next to each other and function as
two synonyms. Though it is impossible to describe in detail the exact nuances they
have, it is clear that the terms complement each other by clarifying the nature and
function o f the place o f the dead, or simply the grave, as was seen earlier from the
parallel references. The combination o f both poetical synonyms creates the so-called
“rhetorical fullness.”3
To make the comparison as striking as possible the author employs a figurative
language that depicts rPQ Xl ^Ixfo as living beings who are n3XQfon X'S (“never
satisfied”). Normally the verb IQfo (“be sated,” “satisfied”)4 designates “a state of
satiation,” which “is the result o f having eaten or drunk to the point o f fullness.”5

^or various views concerning the spelling o f the term ]TrQX' as
see
Delitzsch, Proverbs o f Solomon, 215-216; Murphy, Proverbs, 22:205, note 20a.
2See discussion on Ps 88:4 (12); Job 26:6; Prov 15:11; Joachim Jeremias,
“Apoc66ojv,” TDNT, 1:4; Otzen, “T1X ,” TDOT, 1:19-23.
3Toy, The Book o f Proverbs, 490.
4See “IQfo,”
- - 7 7 BDB,7959.
5RobertH. O’Connell,“IQ fo” NIDOTTE, 3:1209-1214; BruceK. Waltke,

“info,” TWOT, 2:869-870.
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In this connection it is important to point out that, because the last part of a
syntactical structure is introduced by the negative particle Nb , which is followed by
the Qal imperfect verb, n3^3tpn, it expresses an emphatically forceful and pointed
negation1that Sheol and Abaddon never reach such “a state o f satiation.”
Furthermore, the first-line statement is concise and provides no information
concerning the “object” of Sheol’s “insatiability.” However, the parallel references,
which also describe Sheol and death in personified terms, depict the place of the dead
as if it had a mouth opened beyond measure and endlessly swallowing multitudes,
going down to their graves.

In vs. 20 both Sheol and Abaddon are represented as

deadly powers that unremittingly devour their victims, and at the same time they are
qualified as insatiable. The basic meaning o f Sheol is that o f the grave that never is
“satisfied (Prov 30:16).” And as Sheol is related to Abaddon, so the grave is related to
death and destruction.
The characteristics o f both terms rPQX]
phrase D“JXn

are mirrored in a parallel

(“and the eyes o f man”), where the conjunction 1 (“and”) serves

as a link binding together the nouns, which are to express related ideas. The same is
also true concerning Sheol and Abaddon. The observation described in the first line
not only is relevant to the point it represents, but also has direct bearing on the
second line, which functions as a fitting comparison concerning human greed:
t

:

“

:

*

x b m K n 'T in (“and the eyes o f the man are never satisfied”).
t

7

t

. . . . .

x

/

5See “KS,” BDB, 520.
2See exegesis onNum 16:30, 33; Isa 5:14; Hab 2:5; Hos 13:14; Prov 1:12.
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The word pI7 (“eye”)1 in the phrase D“!iSr!

1 (“and the eyes o f the man”)

functions as a concentrated expression o f one’s personality, which is inseparable from
one’s inward disposition toward the surrounding world.

In a more narrow sense, one

may take “eyes” as the metonymy for various desires, that is, “the desires o f man”

nasnfon *6 (“are never satisfied”).

The description of human covetousness is as

negative and destructive as that o f the grave. As there are no limits to human
ambitions, so there are no limits to the destruction and death humans may bring upon
themselves and others.
In summary, vs. 20 represents a comparative saying that associates the
insatiability o f Sheol and Abaddon with the eyes o f man that are never satisfied. No
teaching concerning the underworld as the place of continued existence can be
construed here, except that it is already a registered fact that the grave and death are
insatiable and lethal powers.

Prov 30:16

pn
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Sheol, and the barren womb,
the earth that is never satisfied with water,
and fire that never says, "Enough."

!See

745.

2Franz J. Stendebach, “p P TDOT, 11:28-44; Allan M. Harman, “p P ,”
NIDOTTE, 3:385-390.
3Clifford, Proverbs, 240.
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Text Unit and Its Genre
Prov. 30:1-33 goes together with chap. 31 by introducing “the sayings of
Agur” (30: l) 1 and “the sayings of King Lemuel” (31:1). Though scholars are sharply
divided concerning various aspects and details of the chapter,2 the basic structural
arrangement can be presented in the following way: Prov 30:1-14 contains the oracle
o f Agur, whereas the second part, vss. 15-33, has the form of numerical saymgs. The
structural outline o f vss. 15-33 falls into six parts:4
Four that never say “Enough”
Four amazing ways
Four earth-shattered outcomes
Four small but wise creatures
Four stately in stride
Pride and Strife

(30:15-17)
(30:18-20)
(30:21-23)
(30:24-28)
(30:29-31)
(30:32-33)

Though the setting is that o f instruction, chap. 30 contains various genres as
can be seen from the above notes on the structure.5

’See Perdue, Proverbs, 251-268.
2See Charles C. Torrey, “Proverbs, Chapter 30,” JBL 73, no. 2 (1954): 93-96;
Paul Franklyn, “The Sayings of Agur in Proverbs 30: Piety or Skepticism?” ZA W 95,
no. 2 (1983): 238-252; Andrew E. Steinmann, “Three Things . . . Four Things . . .
Seven Things: The Coherence o f Proverbs 30:11-33 and the Unity o f Proverbs 30,”
Hebrew Studies 42 (2001): 59-66; Whybray, The Composition o f the Book of
Proverbs, 150-153; idem, Proverbs, 91-98.
3There are five numerical sayings: vss. 15-16,18-19,21-23,24-28, and 29-31.
See Menahem Haran, “The Graded Numerical Sequence and the Phenomenon of
‘Automatism’ in Biblical Poetry,” in Congress Volume Uppsala, VTSup 22 (Leiden:
Brill, 1972), 238-267; Wolfgang M. Roth, Numerical Sayings in the Old Testament: A
Form Critical Study, VTSup 13 (Leiden: Brill, 1966), 1-7,19-23,28,94-99.
4It is partially adopted from the outline prepared by Koptak, Proverbs, 654.
5Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 80-81.
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Exegetical Notes
Since the nature and function o f the term Sheol in vs. 16 is identical with that
of Prov 27:20, a few short notes will suffice. Vs. 15 contains a laconic description
of the

(“leech”),1 as having D132 TllO (“two daughters”), who are crying

n n a n (“Give,” “Give”). The

in the current context functions as the symbol

of greed and covetousness.
The same motif of extremely negative associations is further continued in
vs. 16, where the author refers successively to four things which are never insatiable:
biK©
Sheol
o m “B in
and the barren womb

070

*p_K

the earth that is never satisfied with water

]in rnnip6 tfai
and fire that never says, "Enough."
Normally the first two images, Sheol and DJT1 (“the womb”), represent two
-j

antithetic concepts, the grave and birth, death and life, but not m this case, since they

'For various ideas concerning the identification of two daughters and the leech,
see Francis Sparling North, “The Four Insatiables,” V T 15, no. 2 (1965): 281-282;
Francesco Vattioni, “Proverbes XXX, 15-16,” Revue Biblique 72 (1965): 515-519; J.
J. Gluck, “Proverbs XXX 15a,” VT 14, no. 3 (1964): 367-370; Delitzsch, Proverbs o f
Solomon, 287-293.
2Ross, Proverbs, 5:1122.
3Steinmann, “Three Things,” 63. See also Mitchell Dahood, Proverbs and
Northwest Semitic Philology (Rome: Pontificium Institutum Biblicum, 1963), 59.
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are associated with each other by the common theme of their insatiability. Unlike the
last two lines, where both jH X (“the earth”) and ©K (“fire”) contain a succinct
explanation and the womb is qualified as "12JS1 (“barren”), the term Sheol stands on its
own without any descriptive elements attached to it.
However, the synonymous theme of insatiability, which is dramatized by the
double expressions nSlQOH Vib (“not satisfied,” vss. 15,16) and pH
(“never say enough,” vss. 1 5 ,16),1 not only locks the metaphors o f the
(“leech”) and her DilD Tltf (“two daughters”), biX tf, D m 12& (“the barren
womb”), jHX (“the earth”) and ©X (“fire”) together, but also helps to identify the
nature and function o f Sheol.2 In fact, this juxtaposition here is remarkable not only
concerning its primary implication as greed, but also in regard to its secondary aspect,
referring to the condition of no-life and total destruction. The barren womb that is
unable to bring forth life, the dry earth where nothing grows, and the all-consuming
fire, that bums all combustibles with which it comes into contact, function to create
specific mental pictures of conditions and settings where no presence of life is
possible, thus intensifying the imagery of Sheol as the place o f total nonexistence.
Since in the context all the parallel imagery is personified, it is reasonable that
Sheol functions exactly in the same way as all the other metaphors, which clearly

!The expressions contain small differences in number and gender. Whereas in
vs. 15 the verbs are plural, in vs. 16 they are singular.
2Fot suggested parallelism of
Proverbs o f Solomon, 291.

and DFIj, ^1X0, and ©X, see Delitzsch,
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imply the notion of destructive consequences. Accordingly, Sheol as the place of the
dead performs its part by “swallowing” its victims, and it is never so overfilled that
there would be no room for another corpse.1
Finally, the line o f argument leads to the conclusion that as in all the previous
passages, which contain the references to Sheol, vs. 16 is no exception as it does not
have any mythological significance and can tell the reader absolutely nothing about
life after death.2 As in Prov 27:20, here the term Sheol is associated with the common
place of burial,3 or simply the grave. It should also be noted that the emphasis falls
more on the deadly power o f the grave than on the place,4 though both concepts are
intrinsically interrelated. The term Sheol of the current text in no way can be used as a
reference for a subterranean spirit world; on the contrary, the nature and the function
of Sheol assert not only its insatiability but also its deadly power by unceasingly
destroying its victims.
Cant 8:6
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‘See Isa 5:14; Hab 2:5; Pss 49:15,16; 89:49; Prov 27:20.
2John Barclay Bums, “The Mythology o f Death in the Old Testament,” SJT 26
(1973): 327-340.
3Steveson, Proverbs, 426.
4Koptak, Proverbs, 660; Murphy, Proverbs, 22:235; Clifford, Proverbs, 265.
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Translation and Textual Remarks
Set me like a seal on your heart, like a seal on your arm;
For love is strong as death, ardent love5 is unyielding as Sheol.
Its flashes2 are flashes of fire, the flame o f Yah.3

Text Unit and Its Genre
Scholars are surprisingly unanimous in designating the book as a “love
song”4 in which a man and a woman articulate their tenderness and attachment,

5R. Gordis argues that HIQp should be translated not as “jealousy” but as
“zeal, hence, passion.” Robert Gordis, The Song o f Songs: A Study, Modern
Translation and Commentary (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary o f America,
1954), 96.
2The term JTDtD") has been translated variously as “its flashes” (RSV, NRSV,
NASB), “its flames” (NKJV), “the coals thereof’ (KJV), and “it bums like blazing
fire” (NIV). O. Keel translates the term as “its arrows.” Othmar Keel, The Song o f
Songs, CC (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 270,275. See also
BDB, 958.
3Scholars are divided concerning the difficult expression HTQnbffl tfK. The
noun rn n ^ tD (“flame”) occurs in Job 15:30 and Ezek 21:3. It is rendered as “a flame
of Yahweh him self’ (NJB), “a most vehement flame” (NKJ), “like a mighty flame”
(NIV), “the very flame of the Lord” (NASB), and “a raging flame” (NRSV).
“According to the Eastern Recension, however, which is also the reading o f BenNaphtali and several early editions” it consists o f two words, TP'•ran1?®, and should
be translated as “the flame o f Yah.” This is a hapax legomenon and the only reference
in the Song to Yahweh. Christian D. Ginsburg, Introduction to the MassoreticoCritical Edition o f the Hebrew Bible (London: Trinitarian Bible Society, 1897), 386;
Bullinger, Figures o f Speech, 121; Thomas, “A Consideration o f Some Unusual Ways
of Expressing the Superlative in Hebrew,” 209-227, esp. 221; Marvin H. Pope, Song
o f Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 7C
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1977), 670-672; Roland E. Murphy, The Song o f
Songs: A Commentary on the Book o f Canticles or the Song o f Songs, ed. S. Dean
McBride, Hermeneia-A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 191-192; Luis Stadelmann, Love and Politics: A New
Commentary on the Song o f Songs (New York: Paulist Press, 1992), 210.
4TM s designation points to a general category without specifying genre.
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adoration and affection, passion and sexual longing for one another.1
Generally scholars agree that the last chapter of the Song of Songs 8:1-14
*j

consists o f three major segments that can be divided into smaller subunits. The first
segment (vss. 1-4) starts with the collocation

’’ft (lit., “who will give you”)3

which serves to introduce and express a wish. The basic emphasis here is on the
beloved’s yearning for a greater intimacy. The second section (vss. 5-7) is introduced
with a rhetorical question DKT

(“who is this?”) and describes the nature and power

of genuine love.4 It is especially important to note that by affirming the unparalleled

*Like no other book, the Song of Songs has been subjected to numerous and
radically differing interpretations as for example (1) an allegory, (2) poems sung at
peasant weddings, (3) a liturgy for celebrating the cultic wedding o f the goddess Ishtar
and the god Tammuz, (4) an anthology o f disconnected love songs, (5) a funeral love
feast, (6) a drama, (7) genuine love song, etc. See Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song o f Songs, 352-367; Robert Gordis, The Song ofSongs and Lamentations: A
Study, Modem Translation and Commentary (New York: Ktav Publishing House,
1974), 2-13; Pope, Song o f Songs, 89-229; Harold H. Rowley, The Servant o f the
Lord, and Other Essays on the Old Testament (London: Lutterworth Press, 1952),
189-234; Tremper Longman III, Song o f Songs, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2001), 20-49.
2Longman, Song o f Songs, 203-222; Jack S. Deere, “Song o f Songs,” The Bible
Knowledge Commentary. An Exposition o f the Scriptures by Dallas Seminary Faculty,
ed. John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck et al. (Colorado Springs, CO: ChariotVictor
Publishing, 1998), 1009-1025; Dianne Bergant, The Song o f Songs: Studies in Hebrew
Narrative & Poetry, Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001), 92-105.
For excellent material which contains an elaborate discussion on the structure see
Richard M. Davidson, “The Literary Structure o f the Song o f Songs Redivrvusf
AUSS 14, no. 2 (2003): 44-65.
3Tfae construction ]FP"*,P occurs 25 times in the Hebrew Scripture. See
Grisanti, “jDJ” M D O IT e "3:205-211, esp. 209.
4Some scholars divide 8:5-14 into five separate units, namely, 8:5; 6-7; 8-10;
11-12; and 13-14. See Murphy, The Song o f Songs, 195; Keel, The Song o fSongs,
265-285; Stadelmann, Love and Politics, 201-228; Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 121124.
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power, depth, and value of love, vss. 6-7 lead to the conclusion and form the peak of
the literary climax and heightened intensity of the entire Song. The last segment (vss.
8-14) functions as the epilogue and, in a way, as a return to the beginning (1.-2-6).1
The overall genre o f the Song, which incorporates various genre elements,
such as self-description, admiration, tease, etc., can be denoted as that of yearning.
Consequently, as a unit vss. 5-7 encompass two different genre components: vs. 5
(compare it with 3:6 and 6:10) can be characterized as the genre o f admiration song,
whereas vss. 6-7 are classified as a song of yearning.

Exegetical Notes
In almost all versions the term Sheol o f vs. 6 is rendered as “the grave” (KJV,
NIV, NKJV, NRSV) except the NJB and NASB, which simply transliterate it.
However, it is a little surprising that T. Gledhill at first translates Sheol in vs. 6 as “the
grave.” Then, referring to other commentators, he points it out as the place o f one’s
afterlife: “It would appear that all men, both good and evil, lived on in Sheol after

Concerning the chiastic structure of the Song and the relationship o f various
paired units in it, including vss. 5-7 and other significant literary elements, see such
insightful articles as Richard M. Davidson, “Theology o f the Sexuality in the Song of
Songs: Return to Eden,” AUSS 27 (1989): 1-19; William Shea, “Two Kinds of Sexual
Relationships in the Hebrew Bible,” Hebrew Studies 35 (1994): 7-25; Ernst R.
Wendland, “Seeking the Path through the Forest o f Symbols: A Figurative and
Structural Survey o f the Song o f Songs,” JIT 2 (1995): 13-59; Edwin C. Webster,
“Pattern in the Song o f Songs,” JSOT 22 (1982): 73-93. See also Carr, The Song o f
Solomon, 45.
2Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 121-122. See also Jack M. Sasson, “Unlocking
the Poetry o f Love in Song o f Songs,” Bible Review 1 (February 1985): 11-30.
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death, in a dark phantom-like existence, in the lower parts o f the cosmic ocean.”1A
similar pattern is observed in the New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary: “Sheol, the
Hebrew word for ‘the grave’ in both Song o f Songs and Hosea, is the underworld
'j

where the departed go according to Hebrew cosmology.” F. Landy identifies the
term Sheol o f 8:6 with the place which “is tenuous, shadowy, dominated by imagery
of unrelieved darkness and grief’ and “Sheol is non-death, as well non-life, phantom'j

existence, not non-existence.” Due to the views expressed in this paragraph and in
order to discover the meaning of the term Sheol in the current context, there is a need
for a concise exegesis o f the language and its imagery in vss. 6-7.
Since the Song describes the love relationships between a man and woman,
pictures their physical beauty and portrays their yearnings for intimacy, passion, and
ecstasy, asserts their loyalty and sexuality in all their aspects and variety, the
occurrence o f the Hebrew word Sheol in the current context is unique and
unparalleled. In order to describe this specific love relationship between the two
lovers, in vss. 6-7 the author employs the feminine noun TOnX (“love”) three times,
thus linking both verses together, as can be observed from the structural-thematic
outline in table 17.

’Tom Gledhill, The Message o f the Song o f Songs: The Lyrics o f love
(Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1994), 231-232.
2See Renita J. Weems, “Song o f Songs,” NIB, 5:430.
3Francis Landy, Paradoxes o f Paradise: Identity and Difference in the Song o f
Songs (Sheffield: Almond, 1983), 126.
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TABLE 17
THE TERM SiK tf IN THE CONTEXT OF CANT 8:6-7

omro
T ”

^ b -b s

Request
set me

on your heart

like a seal

fjm ir b s

onira

on your arm

like a seal

rnnx

mDD
V

n-tp

"’’3

[is] love

like death

strong

for

Mlttp

biK^p

rrap

[is] ardent love

like Sheol

unyielding

rrrnn1?^

T

"*

T

m

STO
T VTT
T;

the flame of Yah

flashes o f fire

mrtxrrnx
t *: “ t

rn rp b
quench

the love

rorrna
t “x
for love

T “

-

Conclusion

its flashes [are]

vib

D’QT tTQ

cannot

many waters

rra
dht
t
: :*

vb

overflow it

not

r r n rtm:
and rivers

:

lira

• jir r b s T ix
[of] his house all the wealth

T

Explanation

Explanation

WK ]FP"DK Condition
if gave a man

T13

Conclusion

at Mm they would scorn
to scom
[i.e. indeed]
Source: The basic structural idea for this table is adapted in part from Graham S.
Ogden and Lynell Zogbo, A Handbook on Song o f Songs (New York: United Bible
Societies, 1998), 226.
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As can be seen from the first two lines of vs. 6, the usage of D IlT p
(“set me like a seal”) demonstrates a strict grammatical parallelism in the request
segment It is followed by the two-clause explanation part, where both HID (“death”)
and b i m are personified, namely, by means of the adjectives HU? (“strong,”
“mighty”) 1and H$p (“hard,” “unyielding”)2 they are presented as assertive and
dynamic forces. Both clauses function in the same parallel construction relationship3
and serve with the same intent to refer to the same reality.4 The same can be said
about the syntactic and semantic positions of H2HK and HX3p (“ardent love”),5 the
parallelism in meaning o f ISX 5,3E n (“flashes of fire”) and H T O n b o (“the flame of
Yah”) in the conclusion section, EPS") D^D (“many waters”) and IYnn3 (“rivers”)
in the explanation segment o f vs. 7.
It is obvious that besides qualifying feminine adjectives ITTJJ in the expression
rDHK ITIED

and HlDp in the phrase HK3p

Hfp , the term Sheol

is not associated with any direct descriptive element which would provide insights
concerning its spatial aspects or allusions relating to its inhabitants. Exactly the same

!See “?}?,” BDB, 738; Robin Wakely, “TTD ” NIDOTTE, 3:365-377.
2Larry L. Walker and Ignatius Swart,
BDB, 904.

NIDOTTE, 3:997-999; “n i ? ”

3Compare Hos 13:14; Pss 18:6; 49:15,16; 89:49 where death and Sheol are in
parallel.
4Bergant, The Song o f Songs, 98.
5Compare withNah 1:2; Zech 1:14-17; also Isa 42:13; Ezek 36:5,6; 38:19.
Hendrik G. Peels, “*Op,” NIDOTTE, 3:937-940; Duane Garrett, Song o f Songs, WBC,
vol. 28B (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004), 654-655.
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can be said about its context. The only qualifier of Sheol HCp (“hard,” “unyielding”)
is used to describe ardent love as one of love’s specific characteristics, which is as
unyielding or inflexible “as the grave.”1 Nevertheless, the word Sheol in 8:6 is
employed with a specific purpose in mind which differs from everything discussed
previously in the Torah or Prophets.
It is especially important to note that the term Sheol stands next to some of
the most powerful and dominant images known to humans on this earth, namely,

rna, m ■w i, ran1?^ (“flame”),

crp, nrim, and prrbsTiK;

(“ail

wealth”), all of which function as figures o f amplification and comparison not only to
elucidate and clarify the nature and characteristics of H2HK, but also to intensify its
essence to the utmost.
Consequently, vs. 6 employs the three forceful metaphors o f “death,” Sheol,
and “fire” to portray the depth and power o f love, and four similes which are
introduced by the same proposition 3 (“as,” “like”). It should be noted that in the
"2

current context the imagery of

•

O’O and Jm n 3 o f vs. 7 operate not only as an

antipode to “fire,” but also as a destructive force which contains a clear allusion to the
grave.4 It means that the first two statements o f vs. 7, “many waters cannot quench
love” and “rivers cannot overflow it,” function in the same way as metaphors o f death
‘Walker, “7TOp ” 3:999.
See also Stadelman, Love and Politics, 208.
3The phrase D',3*l DSD occurs twenty-eight times in the Scriptures.
4Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, 64. See also 2 Sam 22:5, 6,17; Ps 18:4, 5,16;
Jonah 2:3,5,6. See also Francis Landy who points out that “in the Song o f Songs
(3:6-11; 8:5) the lovers are seen coming up from the wilderness, which is likewise
associated with death.” Beauty and the Enigma and Other Essays on the Hebrew
Bible, JSOTSup 312 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2001), 288.
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and Sheol in vs. 6. In other words, the power o f death and the grave is “absolute and
inexorable, yet love’s power is no less.”1
A considerable role is played by the presence of the particle “’D (“for”) in vs. 6,
which not only provides the foundation for the beloved’s request, but also introduces
the explanation o f the nature of love, namely, “for love is strong as death,” “ardent
love is unyielding as Sheol,” etc. Landy points out that “the comparative particle k
suggests not simply an equivalence but an opposition, their strength as tested against
each other.”2 Love and death, namely, ardent love (jealousy) as a unique aspect of
love, and Sheol are antonyms; one is positive and creative, the other negative and
destructive. Both function as universal, unavoidable, and irresistible powers. As love
unites two lovers together, so death and the grave separate them. By comparing HK3p
with Sheol, the author of the Song describes the unique and possessive nature o f love,
which by F. Delitzsch is summarized in the following way:
So the jealousy o f love wholly takes possession of the beloved object not only in
arrest, but also in safe keeping; she holds her possession firmly; that it cannot be
taken from her (Wisd. ii. 1), and bums relentlessly and inexorably against any one
who does injury to her possession.3
By using two powerful figures o f speech, “for love is strong as death” and
“ardent love is unyielding as Sheol,” the Song portrays the nature o f genuine love, its

1Michael V. Fox, The Song o f Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs
(Madison: University o f Wisconsin Press, 1985), 169; Pope, Song o f Songs, 669;
Wilfred G. E. Watson, “Love and Death Once More (Song o f Songs V III6),” VT 57,
no. 3 (1997): 385-387.
2Landy, Paradoxes o f Paradise, 123.
3Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Song o f Songs and Ecclesiastes (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 146.
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commitment and resistance to any opposite destructive power.
Moreover, after comparing love with death and Sheol, which can be interpreted
only as the grave, it is fijrther identified with OK ’’DO") (“flashes o f fire”).1 The
metaphor o f fire presents a mental image of the quality of love as being intense,
including its warming and refining effect on both lovers.2
In the Hebrew Bible fire is often associated with the presence o f Yahweh.3
On the one hand, if death and Sheol function as negative and destructive forces and as
opponents o f Yahweh, then on the other, the only positive and creative force left is
that o f Yahweh, Who is the true source o f “flashes o f fire,” namely, love. In fact, the
whole Song is encapsulated in the phrase nTQn^ID (“the flame o f Yah”)4 and
everything, including “death” and Sheol, must be read and interpreted in the light o f
it.5 Consequently, the term Sheol, as a poetic designation o f the place o f death, simply
refers to the grave, as it has been translated by most versions.

1Christopher W. Mitchell, The Song o f Songs: A Theological Exposition o f
Sacred Scripture, Concordia Commentary (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
2003), 1216-1225.
2See Landy, Paradoxes o f Paradise, 126.
3Gen 3:24; 15:17; Exod 3:2-5; Num 9:15; Lev 9:24; Deut 4:11,12,24; 1 Kgs
18:12; Isa 29:6, etc.
4Andre LaCocque, Romance, She Wrote: A Hermeneutical Essay on Song o f
Songs (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 172. M. Falk translates the
phrase n T Q nS© as “a fierce and holy blaze” and argues that “the poem (8:6-7)
should be seen as a complex unit which moves from plea to a cosmic statement, and
finally finds resolution in a piece o f practical morality.” Marcia Falk, Love Lyrics
from the Bible: A Translation and Literary Study o f the Song o f Songs (Sheffield:
Almond, 1982), 131.
5Andrew Harper, The Song o f Solomon with Introduction and Notes
(Cambridge, University Press, 1907), xxxi.
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In summary, vs. 6 describes the supreme subject of the Song, namely, true
love, its nature, and identity, which are intensified by the most powerful imagery of
death, the grave, and fire. Vs. 6 shows that love is irresistible as death, the grave, and
fire that bums but does not consume, whereas vs. 7 asserts that it is “an irrepressible,
irresistible, and unquenchable force”1 and this kind o f love cannot be bought or sold.2

Qoh 9:10

ntosj ^jnba

n\mh

T !"

binra nspni rani

^
nmm fR ^

Translation and Textual Remarks
All that your hand finds to do, with your strength do;
For there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol,
To which you are going [there].

Text Unit and Its Genre
Qoh 9:1-18 picks up the theme o f death from the previous chapters (2:14-16,
3:19-21, 4:1,2, etc.), which already explained that death makes no distinction between
the righteous and the wicked, and subsequently elaborates on the positive and negative
aspects of wisdom.
As it stands now, the entire structure o f chap. 9 can be divided into three
distinct units, which in turn can be split into smaller subunits. Thus, the terms rQHX

]Wendland, “Seeking the Path,” 44. See also p. 43 where the author
convincingly demonstrates vs. 6 as the main peak o f the whole Song.
2Carr, The Song o f Solomon, 171.
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(“love”) and 77100 (“hate”), appearing in vss. 1 and 6, form an inclusion and set the
limits o f the first segment. The catchword HSH (“the dead”) is used in vss. 3 and 4.1
•

o

The next unit consists o f vss. 7-10 and is characterized by the string of imperatives.
The phrase

’?

(“knows not”) is typical for the last section (vss. 11-18), which

consists of three smaller subunits (vss. 11-12,13-16, and 17-18), each of which is
introduced by a specific vocabulary.3
Because o f the stylistic complexity, there is no agreement among scholars
whether the book is prose or poetry or both,4 although J. Loader argues that the
overall genre o f the book is poetry.5 Concerning chap. 9, due to the specific structural
elements and thematic nuances, it deals with varied genres; however, in general it can
be specified as the genre o f reflections. It should be added that the author employs
the literary devices which are characteristic to the wisdom writings, such as the
recommendation to enjoy life (vss. 7-10), example story (vss. 13-15), or the woe-

1Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 144-145.
2Murphy, Ecclesiastes, WBC, 89-90; Graham S. Ogden and Lynell Zogbo, A
Handbook on Ecclesiastes (New York: United Bible Societies, 1997), 329-330.
3For detailed studies and various views on structure see Graham S. Ogden,
“Qoheleth IX 1-16,” VT 32, no. 2 (1982): 158-169; Addison G. Wright, “The Riddle
of the Sphinx: The Structure o f the Book of Qoheleth,” CBQ 30 (1968): 313-334;
idem, “The Riddle o f the Sphinx Revisited: The Structure o f the Book o f Qoheleth,”
CBQ 42 (1980): 38-51; Choon-Leong Seow, Ecclesiastes: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 18C (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 43-47;
Jacques Ellul, Reason fo r Being: A Meditation on Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1990), 33-38.
4Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song o f Songs, 271.
5James A. Loader, Polar Structures in the Book o f Qohelet, BZAW 152
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1979), 16-18.
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saying and the benediction (vss. 16-17), which all together can be designated as
instructional material.1

Exegetical Notes
The book of Qohelet is one o f the most important sources concerning the
current topic, not only because 9:10 contains the last canonical reference to the term
Sheol, including some significant descriptive elements of its nature, but also because
it recapitulates nearly all the previously more-or-less-discussed points, such as man’s
nature,2 life-and-death issues,3 creation,4judgment,5 etc.6
It seems that in the instance under review, the identification o f the nature and
function o f the term Sheol does not contain any difficulties as it is found in the context
j

See Murphy, Wisdom Literature, 144-147; Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song o f Songs, 271; Loader, Polar Structures, 19-27; James L. Crenshaw,
Ecclesiastes: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 28-31; Tremper
Longman III, The Book o f Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 15-20.
2Man is subject to death: 3:19-20; 6:6; 7:2; 9:5, understands: 1:17, observes:
1:14; 2:12; 24; 3:10, draws conclusions: 2:14; 5:18, enjoys: 2:10; 9:7; 11:9; loves: 9:1,
6 ,9 , despairs: 2:20, etc. For other aspects o f the human nature such as “sin,” “heart,”
“spirit,” “soul,” “work,” and other, see the corresponding references.
3Qoh 1:11; 2:14-16; 3 :2 ,17-21; 4:1-2; 5:14-15; 6:6; 7:1-3; 8 :10,12-13; 9:1-6,
10; 12:5, 7.
4Qoh 3:11-14; 7:13-14,29; 9:1-3; 11:5; 12:1. All together the term Q'Tibx is
employed in various capacities in the book o f Qohelet at least 40 times: 1:13; 2:24,26;
3:10,11,13,14 (twice), 15,17,18; 4:17; 5:1 (twice), 3, 5 ,6 ,1 7 ,1 8 (twice), 19; 6:2
(twice); 7:13,14,18,26,29; 8:2,12,1 3,1 5,17 ; 9:1,7; 11:5,9; 12:7; 13,14.
5Qoh 2:26; 3:15-17; 5:3-5; 6:2; 8:12-13; 11:9; 12:14.
6The book is so rich with various anthropological and theological insights
pertaining to the current investigation that one could write an entire dissertation based
on Ecclesiastes alone.
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of the ordinary human way of life, characterized by recurring events,1where
everything is terminated by death. Nevertheless, some scholars understand that
Qohelet employs the word Sheol to remind the reader that after death there is some
kind o f continued existence in the underworld. Accordingly, A. Schoors asserts:
“That Koheleth defends the traditional biblical conception o f life after death is very
obvious in 9:10. . . . The dead go to Sheol where all activity ends, and there they lead
a shadowy existence.” Ogden and Zogbo, commenting on vs. 10, see in the term
Sheol “the place o f departed spirits.”3 In one o f his works Ogden clarifies the nature
of Sheol by making the following anthropological statement: “Thus we have a sage’s
perspective on the nature of one’s shadowy existence in Sheol.”4 T. Perry and other
scholars see in 9:10 “the grave” and no more.5 As in the previous cases, this text
deserves a closer examination.
The uniqueness o f vss. 7-10 can be attributed to several factors: (1) this subunit
represents one o f the seven texts providing practical advice on how to maximize the

1The quest for the meaning o f human existence, toil, wealth, love and hatred,
marriage, the righteous and the wicked, the confrontation with hardships, etc.
•y

Anton Schoors, “Koheleth: A Perspective o f Life after Death?” Ephemerides
Theologicae Lovanienses 61 (1985): 295-303.
Ogden and Zogbo, A Handbook on Ecclesiastes, 335. Compare with a similar
view o f R. I. Kidwell, Ecclesiastes (Joplin, MO: College Press, 1977), 231.
4Graham Ogden, Qoheleth: Readings—A New Biblical Commentary
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1987), 154; Robert Gordis, Koheleth—The Man and His
World (New York: Schocken, 1968), 297.
5Theodore A. Perry, Dialogues with Kohelet: The Book o f Ecclesiastes
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 147; Harris, “The
Meaning of the Word Sheol,” 131; Etan Levine, The Aramaic Version o f Qohelet
(New York: Sepher-Hermon Press, 1978), 42.
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quality of human life,1 (2) the description of a full-fledged life reaches its culmination
by the employment of the five imperatives: ^

(“go”),

(“eat”), HH® (“drink”),

ntn (“see,” “enjoy”), and HOT (“do”),2 which already by themselves function as
forceful imagery, but when employed next to each other they create a powerful picture
of a dynamic life, and (3) the reason for enjoying life at its best is introduced and
explained by the abrupt change o f vocabulary, namely, the description of Sheol.
In the unit under scrutiny, three verses (vss. 7 ,9 , and 10) contain three attached
“*2 (“for”) clauses. In the first two instances they provide the rationale for Qohelet’s
advice to enjoy life; however, in the third case the ’’2 clause deserves special
•2
attention. The conjunction "O in vs. 10 introduces the clause which functions as a
motivation for vibrant living, as well as an explanation of the nature of Sheol, and a
contrast to Qohelet’s instructions given for those who are alive. Furthermore, the
conjunction ’’2 is built into the construction where the negation pX (“there is no”)4
“is used in its original function, as a particle expressing non-existence,”5 thus

'Qoh 2:24-26; 3:12; 3:22; 5:17; 8:15; 9:7-10; and 11:9-10. See also Roger N.
Whybray, “Qoheleth, Preacher o f Joy,” JSOT 23 (1982): 87-98.
'y

The imperatives do not provide a license for carousing, reveling, or
debauchery. Qohelet “commands” to enjoy one’s life in a healthy manner with
gratitude and thankfulness as one’s life is given from God, and that is why 11:9
contains another imperative m w m
'2 IH ) (“but
know that for all these God will bring you into judgment”).
3Ogden, “Qoheleth IX 1-16,” 163.
BDB, 35.
sThe negation ]SK occurs 44 times in Qohelet. See Bo Isaksson, Studies in the
Language o f Qoheleth: With Special Emphasis on the Verbal System (Uppsala,
Sweden: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1987), 174-175.
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absolutely denying any likelihood of one’s continued existence in Sheol.
The nature o f Sheol is qualified by means o f the four all-encompassing terms,
referring to both the physical and mental areas. In the book o f Qohelet the noun
n to D (“work,” “deed”), referring to various kinds of good and evil deeds,1 sums up
the entire range o f actions belonging to the physical sphere. By asserting that “there
is no H to Q ,” Qohelet points out that any corporeal activity in Sheol is excluded.
Moreover, in order to avoid any misunderstanding concerning the state o f the
dead and to emphasize the fact that in Sheol any imaginable psychological or
intellectual process has come to its complete end, Qohelet employs three specific
terms ‘pSltfJTl (“device,” “account,” “thought”),2 D P I! (“knowledge,” “opinion”),3
and HDlDrn (“wisdom,”),4 which are characteristic only for the living and refer to
their mental sphere.5 The basic idea o f the current verse is succinctly summarized in
vs. 5: □’’i n t ’ DPK DTlDrn (“but the dead know nothing”),6 where □’’P I T (Qal
act. ptc. m. p.) points to continuity in time, and instead of directly modifying D'TIJSni

'in the book of Qohelet the noun refers to various kinds o f good and evil
works. See Thomas E. McCominskey, TfTO,” TWOT, 2:701-702.

2“]i3ipn,” BDB, 363.
3“n i n ,” BDB, 396.
4“nnD: n,”
t MM ,3i5.
£

Longman, The Book o f Ecclesiastes, 231.
6See also Pss 88:11-13; 115:17; Job 14:10-12.
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(substantive use) it asserts that the dead actually know nothing because they are dead.1
Furthermore, by using in the same verse the same negation

Qohelet emphasizes

another aspect, namely, the dead cannot enjoy the fruits o f their work as do the living
ones, “DID DT\b

(“and there is no more to them a reward,” see 4:9). It

means that with death all their earthly wages, benefits, and profits have come to an end
*

•

and there is nothing more for them to expect, only obliviousness.

9

Moreover, considerable attention should be given to 9:6, where Qohelet refers
to the third aspect of human nature, the emotional one. Qohelet takes the three
feminine nouns designating the strongest and the most intensive emotions, DFOnK
(“their love”), OnfcUfo (“ their hatred”), and

(‘their jealousy”), which here

represent the whole emotional spectrum o f human life, and are applied to the vertical
and horizontal relationships, and shows that with death all the emotions n “OK (“have
perished”). In the current text, the feminine verb n i3 K (“perished,” “are
destroyed”) functions as the key term, emphasizing the fact that the dead are totally
unconscious, nonexistent, with no emotions in any capacity. Thus, by referring to the
physical, mental, and emotional spheres o f human life, Qohelet convincingly
demonstrates that in Sheol, which refers to the place o f death or simply the grave, not
one or two spheres, all o f them simultaneously cease to function and thus to exist.

’For the use o f the Qal active participle see Gary D. Pratico and Miles V. Van
Pelt, Basics o f Biblical Hebrew (Grand Rapids: Zondervae, 2001), 261-263; Kelley,
Biblical Hebrew, 200.
*5

Longman, The Book o f Ecclesiastes, 229.

3See “"UK
** T ” 51)5,2
7 .
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Against this background it is easy to grasp the tremendous significance o f the
theological and anthropological implications, which function not only to explain the
current theme but also to remove any unnecessary tension and conflict concerning the
state of the dead in Sheol. In this connection it should be noted that Qohelet’s
straightforward assertion that

rora

2© S ism (“all return to the dust”) and

m©n mini (“the spirit returns to God who gave it”)1

'J
is not only in perfect harmony with 9:10 and other similar texts, but also is linked
•

•

with Gen 2:7 and 3:19. The author refers to the spirit o f life that returns to God and
not one’s soul. This text provides additional, critically important details, clarifying
and reinforcing the insights concerning the nature, function, and purpose o f Sheol,
which were discovered in this dissertation in the previous chapters, and at the same
time completely nullify the view o f immortality o f soul in the underworld.
Finally, the expression HQ©

HPiX

(“to which you are going

[there]”) contains a solemn message for all the living: that everyone is going to die
and be in Sheol, as is evident from the function of the participle

(“going”) and

the adverb HD© Cohere-wards”), which has the directional J1t and is parallel to the
term Sheol.
Furthermore, the relative pronoun ”!©K (“which”) not only introduces a
relative clause but also directly refers to Sheol as the place o f death. In order to
'Qoh 3:20; 12:5, 7.
2For additional discussion on the traditional view o f man’s state in death see
Excursus 1. Unfortunately, space does not allow even a brief treatment o f a number o f
other references pertaining to this study, but some of them will briefly be discussed in
Excursus 3. See also David M. Clemens, “The Law o f Sin and Death: Ecclesiastes
and Genesis 1-3,” Themelios 19 (May 1984): 5-8.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

522

personalize this notion to the utmost, Qohelet uses the personal pronoun HFSK (“you”),
which should be understood as applied to every individual person.
It should also be noted that the participle

is repeatedly used in the book

of Qohelet to emphasize the temporal limitations and finitude of human life on this
earth:

m

“ifn

-m

Qoh 1:4

a generation goes, a generation comes

im

D ipn-^K - ^ i n * » n
all go to the same place

Ssn

mpu~bK x'bn

Qoh 3:20

Qoh 6:6

do not all go to one place?

inbis rrirbx d ik n ib n - ’s
7

•*

V

T T

T

I **

Qoh 12:5

for the man goes to his eternal home
According to Qohelet, one o f the major intentions of employing the
participle

is to establish the truth that life is short and death is inevitable, that all

the righteous and the wicked, the wise and the fools, absolutely everyone go to the
same place, namely, the grave.
The reference to Sheol, including the elaborate treatment of the physical,
mental, and emotional aspects o f the dead, convincingly demonstrates the fact that
according to Qohelet the dead in the grave are in a state of complete unconsciousness.
The dead know nothing. Their love, hate, and jealousy have perished. There is no
reword, no work, no thought, no knowledge, and no wisdom in the grave. There is
nothing, as the dead are returning to dust. Longman comes to exactly the same
conclusion when he makes comments on vs. 10: “The second half o f this verse is one
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of the clearest indications that Qohelet had absolutely no concept of life after death”
and “for Qohelet death is the absolute end.”1 Murphy points out that “this description
of Sheol is a classic; it portrays a state o f non-life.”2
The wise person is the one who realizes that after death there is no chance to
compensate or recover opportunities neglected in this life, and lives in the light of this
awareness. Qohelet is neither a pessimist nor a skeptic, as some scholars assert him to
be, but a person who knows by experience that material wealth and possessions have
limited value, who has tasted the elusiveness o f wisdom and temporal character of
human life, who presents realistic considerations concerning the true values for man,
which Qohelet summarizes by a simple imperative K"T □'•n^KnTlX (“fear God!”
5:6,12:13), “and keep his commandments; for that is the whole duty o f man. For
God will bring every deed into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good
or evil” (Qoh 12:13,14).4 Against this background should be discussed and
scrutinized all the issues pertaining to one’s life and death, the nature, function, and
purpose o f Sheol, including related eschatological developments.

1Longman, The Book o f Ecclesiastes, 231.
Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 93.
3W. Anderson labels Qohelet not only as a pessimist but also “annihilistic at
worst.” He writes, “Death was the ultimate, brutal reality for Qoheleth—and a lack o f
future hope, i.e., afterlife, may have made this reality all the more painful and fearful
for him.” William H. U. Andersen, Qoheleth and Its Pessimistic Theology:
Hermeneutical Struggles in Wisdom Literature (Lewiston: Mellen Biblical Press,
1997), 88, 195; George R. Castellino, “Qohelet and His Wisdom,” CBQ 30 (1968):
15-28; Perry, Dialogues with Kohelet, 145.
4Roger N. Whybray, “Qoheleth as a Theologian,” in Qohelet in the Context o f
Wisdom, ed. Antoon A. Shoors (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1998), 239-265;
Stephan De Jong, “God in the Book o f Qohelet: A Reappraisal o f Qohelet’s Place in
Old Testament Theology,” FT 47 (1997): 154-167.
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Discussion and Synthesis
Nature of
Before proceeding to synthesize the information obtained from the exegeted
references,1 it should be noted that practically all the conclusions, which were reached
concerning the nature, function, and purpose o f the word Sheol in the Torah and
Prophets, not only form a unified imagery o f the grave, including its various
unyielding qualities as the place o f the dead, but also are relevant and applicable here.
In spite o f the fact that the settings o f the term Sheol in the Writings radically
differ from the contexts in the Torah and Prophets, the fundamental nature o f the term
remains unchanged. More precisely, whatever the literary milieu of the term,
whatever its connotations or its descriptive elements, none o f them has the
capacity to instigate a change o f the basic nature of Sheol. This assertion becomes
self-evident when the fundamental function and purpose o f Sheol are shown clearly
demonstrating that Sheol is the place o f the dead and never the region o f ongoing
existence o f life.
The first part of the current section deals with Psalms, especially the Psalms of
thanksgiving and lamentation, which express either deep distress, a deadly threat of
the wicked to the righteous, or the projected fate o f the wicked. In order to depict any
o f these concrete situations by the most vivid imagery and lead the main point to the
utmost tension, the Psalmists employ one o f the most powerful words from the sphere

’For comparative reasons it is worth mentioning that in the Writings the term
Sheol occurs thirty-five times; in particular the term is scattered throughout the whole
spectrum o f the books o f poetry and wisdom, whereas altogether in the Torah and
Prophets it appears thirty-one times. See table 1.
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of death, the term Sheol as well as its related vocabulary.
Consequently, the exegesis o f Ps 6:6 reveals that the Psalmist clearly
understood the destructive nature o f Sheol, which is inherent not only to the place of
the dead, but also to the state o f the dead, and that is why he laments that in the grave
any mental, spiritual, or physical activity is inconceivable for the corpse.1 Alhough
the wording o f the Psalmist provides no spatial characteristics or any specific physical
aspects of Sheol, it is more than enough with the given description to quality Sheol as
the place of no existence or simply as the grave.
In Ps 89:49 the Psalmist highlights the reality that not only every human life on
this earth has its limits but also confirms the universal fact that no one is able to escape
“from the hand o f Sheol.” Here the emphasis falls on the all-inclusive deadly nature o f
the grave, which, by the way, is always open and ready to swallow both the righteous
and the wicked. The direct parallelism o f “death,” which spares no one, with Sheol,
leaves no basis for one’s survival in the so-called underworld.
In a number o f Psalms the authors use the term Sheol in specific contexts and
according to a definite purpose, that is, finding themselves amid unparalleled dangers
or under unbearable sufferings, whatever they might represent, the Psalmists
experienced the destructive nature o f death and the reality o f the grave so vividly and
to such an extent that they were almost “like the dead.” It must be particularly

emphasized that the imagery o f death, which is employed in these contexts, should not

Compare Isa 38:18 and Qoh 9:10.
2See Pss 16:10; 18:6; 30:4; 31:18; 49:15,16; 86:13; 88:4; 116:3.
3Pss 9:14,15; 13:5; 18:5; 22:16; 28:1; 30:10; 40:3; 42:8; 63:10; 69:3; 71:20;
88; 115:17.
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be interpreted as simply animated illustrative representations, or as mere figurative
descriptions, or as a fruitful product of the imagination of the Psalmists, but as an
inescapable and grim, ever-present reality, the nature o f which was constantly
manifested in the form o f death and the grave.1
There is another set o f verses in which the Psalmists call for Yahweh’s
righteous judgments by bringing the wicked ones down to Sheol.2 Although in Ps
49:15, death, the grave, and Sheol form a direct parallelism, and in Ps 55:15 death and
Sheol stand next to each other, none o f these, or other texts dealing with the wicked,
imply the idea of miserable postmortem existence in darkness, or the punishment o f
the wicked in Sheol. Basically these lament Psalms perform two things: either they
express the Psalmists’ pleas to Yahweh, asking for protection, which are subsequently
combined with curses over the evildoers (Pss 31:8; 55:16), or they simply state the fact
that the wicked will die one day and consequently lie in the grave, as death and the
grave are the only means to stop them in their evil ways (Pss 9:18; 141:7).
In the book o f Job, which maintains a nondualistic view3 concerning life-anddeath issues, the term Sheol is used exclusively as a reference to the grave, and that is
clearly demonstrated by the contexts in which the term is employed. The fact that Job
has much to say about death and the nature of Sheol is remarkable by itself. Even if

there were no other references to the term Sheol in the Hebrew Scriptures, those given
by Job would be enough to indicate its notion. For instance, despite the fact that the
'Bums, “The Mythology of Death in the Old Testament,” 332-333.
2Pss 9:18; 31:18; 55:15; 141:7.
3A nondualistic view denies that human nature is dualistic, namely, consisting
of a mortal body and an immortal soul.
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term Sheol is not employed in chap. 3:13-19 as such, the interrelated terminology of
the passage not only directly alludes to and interconnects it with other Sheol

references but also depicts the dead in their graves by classifying them as “kings and
counselors of earth,” “princes,” “the wicked,” “the exhausted of strength,” “the slave,”
“his master,” and “the small and the great.” At death, all of them are made equal, as
“they rest at peace,” “they cease from raging,” and “they hear not.”
The nature o f Sheol is further clarified by a number o f verbs and expressions
which denote the finality of human existence: “to lie down,” “be quiet” or
“motionless,” and “be asleep,” “rest, cease” (3:13-17; 14:12), “is prostrate” (14:10),
“he rises not” (14:12), “they awake not” (v. 12), “they are not aroused from their
sleep” (vs. 12), “he does not know” (14:21), “he does not come up,” “he will not
return again to his house” (7:9, 10), “and I will not be” (7:8,21). Indeed, this
terminology has nothing in common with the idea o f a soul’s miserable existence in
the underworld, as it clearly designates the state of the dead as the end o f any form of
life, except the worms feeding on the corpse.
The nature o f Sheol is further clarified by its physical and spatial

qualifications, which can refer only to the grave and nothing more. The term Sheol is
used interchangeably or in parallel with “dust” (7:21; 17:16; 20:11; 21:26), “grave”

(3:22; 5:26; 10:19; 17:1), “there” (3:17,19; 7:21), “earth,” “land” (10:21, 22),
“darkness” (3:4, 5; 17:13), “death-shadow” (3:5), “my house,” “the pit” (17:13, 14),
“worm” (17:14), “the tomb,” “the clods of valley” (21:32, 33), and other words, which
in turn, in one way or another, are associated with more than a dozen verbs, referring

to death/dying or directly relating to the process of disintegration of the corpse in the
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grave.1 According to Job, the dead person is one who has ceased to exist; he is no
more. And that is one o f the major reasons why Job negates the false assumptions
credited to the nature o f Sheol as a location which is qualified by some kind of
existence. In this connection it should be noted that the dualistic approach with its
anthropological-theological presuppositions tends to present Sheol either as a place of
retribution where the righteous are rewarded and the wicked undergo their
punishment, or its variants, as was seen from the previous discussions.
Finally, in order to demonstrate the defenselessness o f Sheol as the place o f
the dead, the author makes a straightforward statement that “naked is Sheol before
Him, and there is no covering for Abaddon” (26:6), thus emphasizing God’s
omnipotence and absolute control over the dead and the grave. Again, this declaration
is in harmony with the previously discussed references in the Torah (Deut 32:22),
Prophets (Amos 9:2; Jonah 2:3), and Writings (Ps 139:8; Job 11:8; Prov 15:11).3
Moreover, Job’s belief in the final destruction of death and Sheol is indirectly implied
in the passages which express the resurrection idea and involve an eschatological
perspective as well as interpretation.4

!For other qualitative terms, verbs of destruction, and parallel texts, see the
exegesis segments on the term Sheol in the book o f Job.
•y

This approach teaches [classical dualism] that human nature consists of two
parts: material and immaterial, a mortal body and an immortal soul. Dualism
maintains that after the death of the body, the spiritual entity or the soul goes either to
heaven or Sheol. See also the discussion on “Living Soul” in chap. 2, pp. 92-93.
3Donald R. Glenn, “An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Psalm 139,”
in Tradition and Testament: Essays in Honor o f Charles Lee Feinberg, ed. John S.
Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg (Chicago: Moody, 1981), 161-168.
4See exegesis on “difficult” texts in Job 14:13,21:13, and Excursus 3.
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The context of Proverbs is quite different from that of Job1as it presents a
dualistic way of thinking by polarizing the subjects into opposites.

This means that

death and Sheol are associated with what is negative—the wicked, the fool, or
negative behavior.4 Life is associated with what is positive—the fear of Yahweh, the
acceptance of wisdom, the wise and positive behavior.5 In other words, in the current
setting the emphasis falls on a qualitative understanding of life-and-death issues.6
For example, Prov 1:12 contains a description of sinners, who have murderous
intentions and liken themselves to Sheol. In order to call attention to the violent and
cruel character o f these sinners, who are ready to mercilessly destroy the innocent one
in the same fashion as death and the grave do, the author uses an emphatic reference to
Sheol, which is paralleled with “the pit.” The highly expressive verb “swallows,”
referring to death o f its victims, is employed to expose and characterize not only the
deadly nature o f Sheol, but first o f all the evil plans o f the wicked.
Similar illustrative imagery is used in Prov 5:5 (2:18), 7:27, and 9:18, which
'Matitiahu Tsevat, “The Meaning of the Book o f Job,” HUCA 37 (1966): 73106.
2Not to be confused with classical dualism. For various kinds o f dualism see
Paul Helm, “Dualism,” New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Sindair B. Ferguson, David
F. Wright et a!. (Downers Grove: InterVarsIty, 1988), 210-211.

3Bums, “The Mythology o f Death in the Old Testament,” 336.
4Prov 2:25; 10:21; 11:7,19; 15:10; 21:6. See Suzanne Boor, “A Matter of
Life and Death: A Comparison of Proverbs 1-9 and Job,” in Prophets and Paradigms:
Essays in Honor of Gene M. Tucker, JSOTSup 229 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1996), 187-204.
5Ibid., 188. See also Prov 10:11, 16,17; 11:30; 15:24; 19:23; 22:4.
6John J. Collins, “The Root of Immortality: Death In the Context of Jewish
Wisdom,” HThR 71 (1978): 177-192.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

530
associate the strange woman with Sheol.1 In the first two cases the term Sheol is
parallel to death and in the third reference is parallel to the dead. By drawing a
comparison o f the deadly nature of Sheol and death and then applying it to the strange
woman, the author demonstrates the deadly consequences which await everyone who
dares to associate with her through forbidden relationships.
The contexts o f Prov 15:24 and 23:14 emphasize “the fear o f Yahweh” and
“the path of life” as the only guarantee o f protection from the deadly grip of Sheol.
“The teaching o f the wise” helps to avoid the HID

(“snares o f death,” Prov

13:14; 14:27), which in turn lead to premature death and the grave.
Finally, both texts in Prov 27:20 and 30:16 refer to the insatiable nature o f the
grave, whereas in 27:20 the voracity o f Sheol is paralleled to the greed of humans. So
far no reference to the term Sheol in the book o f Proverbs can be used to construe the
conclusion o f a miserable existence o f the dead in the so-called underworld, as
practically all of them are employed in a homiletic and didactic sense.
Similarly, in Cant 8:6, love is likened to death and ardent love to Sheol. It is
no coincidence that both death and Sheol are used in a superlative sense, since by their
nature they are the most destructive powers on this earth known to humans. The
implication is that by its nature love is as strong as the deadly forces o f the grave and
death, which means that true love is “invincible, steadfast, victorious.”3
In conclusion, Qoh 9:10 contains a succinct and straightforward statement

'Compare with Qoh 7:26.
2Bums, “The Mythology o f Death in the Old Testament,” 337.
3Robert B. Laurin, “The Song of Songs and Its Modem Message,” CT,
August 3,1962,10-11.
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concerning the nature o f Sheol. The place “to which you are going” beyond any doubt
refers to the grave, where “there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom.”

Function of
In Psalms the term Sheol fulfills several important functions, all o f which
result from the major features o f its nature and specifics of its context. As indicated
earlier, the Psalmists employ the imagery of death and Sheol when facing the prospect
t

1

of seemingly certain death or finding themselves in extremely dangerous situations,
when the deliverance o f the righteous is necessitated by a physical destruction of their
persecutors, as is expressed in the calls o f imprecation against the wicked.
Accordingly, one of the main functions o f the term Sheol in Ps 6:6 is to point
to the grave as the place o f death and the dead, where no remembrance o f Yahweh or
thanksgiving is possible.2 At the same time the death vocabulary o f vs. 6 provides an
explanation why the Psalmist calls on Yahweh for mercy and deliverance from his
enemies (vss. 1-5,7-9).
Furthermore, in Pss 18:6 and 116:3 both Sheol and death are personified and
function to describe the anguish o f mercilessness and utmost intensity o f the deadly
forces which were seeking the destruction o f the psalmist. Because o f the deadly
threats o f “the cords of Sheol” and “the snares o f death,” the righteous person
experiences such an agony as if he were already dead. Both are metaphorical
expressions and function as comparisons, and not as an identity. It means that the

^ ee Pss 18:5-6,16-17; 30:4,10; 32:4-6; 40:3; 116:3.
2See Pss 30:10; 88:11-13; 115:17; also Qoh 9:4-6,10; Isa 38:10-11,18.
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disintegrating and destroying power o f death and the severe reality o f the grave had
almost overcome Mm.
In Pss 49:15 and 55:16, where death and Sheol form a direct parallelism, the
term Sheol functions as a specific type of judgment called down on the wicked, which
would lead them to their premature death. The strong sense of justice finds its
expression in the form and content o f the desired punishment, which is appropriate
and corresponds to the evil deeds o f the wicked.1 The major aspect of the function o f
the term Sheol is to receive the dead bodies and to turn them into the dust o f the earth,
which is exactly what the grave does.
It should be stressed that the phrase “but God will ransom my soul from the
hand of Sheol” (Ps 49:16) does not mean that the Psalmist is actually being in Sheol
itself,2 but refers to the salvation by Yahweh from the deadly power of the grave. It
also has nothing to do with the soul’s existence in the netherworld, as it was
repeatedly emphasized that it is impossible for a soul to exist independently of a body.
Moreover, “no biblical text authorizes the statement that the ‘soul’ is separated from
the body at the moment of death.” In other words, exegetical and theological
concerns dictate that the term “soul” should not be used as a foundation to construe
any dogmatic conclusions concerning its continued existence in the underworld.
In Ps 89:49 the Psalmist stresses death and Sheol as the fundamental and
essential elements of the universal reality which nobody is able to escape. Both

’Compare Pss 31:18 and 141:7.
2Pss 16:10; 30:4; 86:13. See Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 87.
3Edmond Jacob, “Death,” IDB, 1:802-804.
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“death” and “the hand of Sheol” are in parallel and serve to emphasize their deadly
force, which functions as a great leveler, sparing neither the righteous nor the wicked.
It is significant to note that in Ps 139:8, Sheol and heaven do not obtain their
particular status from their cosmological localities nor from the imagery which is
associated with each o f them, but only from their respective relationship with
Yahweh,! who is in absolute control o f both o f them. In the current case the term
Sheol in the expression “if I make Sheol my bed, behold, You are there” executes a
double function: it emphasizes Yahweh’s omnipresence and refers to the grave. The
last is also true concerning the statement “my life draws near to Sheol” (Ps 88:4).
As was already stated in the previous segment on the nature o f Sheol, the
imagery of the unbearable sufferings o f Job, which were so severe that he would
prefer death and the grave rather than to continue in his agony o f pain, functions in the
setting of a nondualistic worldview.2 Moreover, the passages describing Job’s
yearning for death reveal one o f the most fundamental facts: that Job had the basic
understanding of the anthropological and theological issues concerning death, the
grave, and the state of the dead. This becomes self-evident from the considerable
number o f texts that are focused on death and the place of the dead, Sheol, which
sometimes are quite elaborate and interspersed with allusions to hope of the physical
resurrection and new life after death (14:13-17; 19:23-27).3

!Hans Schwarz, Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 402.
2For the discussion on Job’s death speeches, see Brace Zuckerman, “The Art
of Parody: The Death Theme,” in Job the Silent: A Study in Historical Counterpoint
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 118-135,260-269.
3Alden, Job, 39.
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Practically all eight occurrences of the term Sheol in the book of Job function
as equivalents o f the grave, as was clearly demonstrated by the exegeted passages and
the related parallel terminology. However, since Sheol is used in various, sometimes
quite nuanced, contexts, it becomes necessary to summarize some o f its main points.
Job does not provide any description o f the soul’s survival in the context of
Sheol and he does not try to; instead he focuses on the fragility and shortness of
human life (7:6-16; 8:9; 9:25-26) and the nature and function o f the grave.1 As in the
case o f Jacob, who experienced agonizing grief and suffering because o f the loss of his
beloved son Joseph, so in the instance of Job’s anguish, Sheol functions as the
terminator of all human sufferings (7:9; 17:13). Death and Sheol bring the end to any
human activities, whether they are o f a physical, mental, or spiritual nature (3:13-17;
7:8-10; 14:10-21). At the same time the term Sheol draws a contrast between life and
death, the land o f the living with all its activities and the place o f the dead with no
existence.
It is significant to note that according to Job, life is life and death is death, and
that is why no allusion to the miserable or shadowy existence in the underworld is ever
mentioned. In this connection it is instructive to recall that the book starts with the
words rrn 2PX (“[there] lived a man,” 1:1) and closes with the succinct phrase
UTK DQ"1 (“and Job died,” 42:17). Vs. 17 does not say that the soul or spirit of
Job, as a distinct and separate immortal entity that once was encased in Job’s body,
now has left his corpse to abide in Sheol. Moreover, there is no text in the entire

!For the textual references see the above discussion on the nature o f Sheol in
the book of Job.
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Hebrew Bible that would refer, in one way or another, to the existence o f Job’s soul
after his death in the underworld.
Another function of Sheol finds its expression in Job 3:13-19, which
demonstrates its universal power to destroy and bring all men to the same place and
subject them to the same conditions o f corruption and decay. The deadly results of
this function not only speak by themselves, but also are in perfect harmony with the
rest of the Scripture,1namely, in spite of the previous social status or rank, “kings and
counselors of earth,” “princes,” “the wicked,” “the exhausted o f strength,” “the slave,”
“his master,” “the small and the great,” which include every person, are dead and
disintegrating in their graves.
Furthermore, the imagery o f the place o f the dead is used in the context of
comparisons in Job 11:8, which is a part o f Zophar’s elaboration on God’s
unfathomable wisdom. Technically in vs. 8 Sheol functions as the diametrically
opposed location to the heavens by forming two o f the four extremities (the other two
are length and width, vss. 7-9), thus emphasizing spatial dimensions o f the totality.
Though the term Sheol refers to the grave, it plays here a secondary role, as the focus
is on God’s infinite wisdom, which is beyond man’s reach in any o f the mentioned
four dimensions and is particularly emphasized by the question, “What can you
know?”
Two laconic statements in Job 21:13 specify the lifestyle o f the wicked as
prosperous and their death as peaceful, whereas 24:19 designates the dead in Sheol as
sinners. In both references the term Sheol functions as a poetic imagery o f the grave,

!See discussions on the function o f Sheol at the end o f chapters 2 and 3.
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though in the latter case it is personified and the sinners are depicted as being
“snatched away” by it. The other functional aspects o f Sheol are represented by an
extremely vivid imagery of “the worm” that sucks the corpse “sweetly” (24:20). This
imagery of a total destruction and decomposition of the dead body in the grave is
based on a sound anthropological foundation, which provides the clearest mental
picture o f the state o f the dead. Not only does it confirm the common lot of the
wicked and the righteous, but at the same time it excludes contradictory ideas
concerning existing differentiations among the dead in Sheol.
The last reference to Sheol in the book o f Job is found in the phrase “naked is
Sheol before Him,” which is in parallel to “and there is no covering for Abaddon”
(26:6). Both lines not only supplement and clarify each other but also emphasize at
least two important functional aspects: the terms Sheol and Abaddon represent a
comprehensive imagery pertaining to the sphere o f death, which basically functions as
the grave and destruction, whereas the assertive conclusions that Sheol is “naked” and
“there is no covering for Abaddon” point to their total defenselessness before Yahweh
and to His absolute omnipotence over them.
Furthermore, by its very nature and purpose, the function of the term Sheol in
Proverbs zeroes in on some specific cases, which on the one hand emphasize the
general truth as represented by the biblical wisdom, and on the other hand, the
portrayed situations serve to instruct, educate, and lead to faithfulness that is rooted in
the knowledge and fear of Yahweh (2:5; 9:10).
Thus, in Prov 1:12 one o f the functions o f the term Sheol, which is in parallel
to the pit, is to reveal the true nature o f the sinners who, in order to enrich themselves,
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not only plot to attack the innocent but are ready even to spill his blood (vss. 16-18).1
The reference to the imagery o f death, Sheol, and the pit functions to emphasize the
deadly character of the grave as well as to warn “my son” to be wise.
There are three occurrences o f the term Sheol in Prov 5:5; 7:27; 9:18 (see also
2:16-19), which by their nature and implications are almost identical. The dominant
imagery of the strange woman or foolish woman is associated with her seductive
speech that leads the simple one to illicit sexual activities. However, here much more
is involved than merely forbidden intercourse, since her destructive lifestyle is
demonstrated by means of various metaphors, as for instance, her feet/steps/house, the
dead/guests, chambers o f death, etc., all o f which are tightly interlocked, directly or
indirectly, with one another and the imagery o f death and the grave. Despite the fact
that technically the term Sheol serves as a poetical synonym for the place o f the dead,
in the current contexts its function is emphatic; it is employed to express a comparison
of the deadly nature of the strange woman’s activities on the one hand, and as the
warning to “my son” or the simple one, o f what he may expect if he follows her path,
on the other hand. The basic function o f the term Sheol in the above texts is to depict
in graphic and illustrative ways the high cost o f foolishness o f one’s association with
the strange woman.
It is logical to infer from the implications of the term Sheol in Prov 15:11,24
that it is understood in a literal sense as the grave. It should also be noted that in the
first line o f vs. 11 Sheol is linked with Abaddon2 which together with the expression

1Perdue, Proverbs, 78-79.
2The verse is almost identical with Job 26:6.
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of the second line, “the hearts o f the sons of men,” forms a comparative parallelism,
thus forcefully demonstrating Yahweh’s omniscience, whereas in vs. 24 it functions as
the place which should and can be avoided if one chooses the path of life.
Prov 23:14 speaks about the necessity of instruction, discipline, and correction
of one’s child as the basic rule o f parenting. The motivation and goal are to save a
youth from Sheol, which in the current context functions as a synonymous designation
of the grave and refers not only to premature death but also alludes to death eternal.
The last two references to the term Sheol in Prov 27:20 and 30:16, as was
demonstrated earlier on the exegetical basis, depict it as a negative and destructive
force which refers to death and the grave. In both cases Sheol is personified and
functions to demonstrate the main point of the proverbs, namely, human insatiability
or greed, which knows no limits.
The two powerful figures o f speech in Cant 8:6, “for love is strong as death”
and “ardent love is unyielding as Sheol,” not only complement each other, but above
all, reveal the nature o f genuine love. By employing the vocabulary o f “death” and
Sheol, the author emphasizes the quality and intensity o f love, which means that on
this earth no power is able to destroy it. Practically speaking, the term Sheol serves
here as a poetic designation of the place o f the dead; however, by applying the nature
and function o f the grave to specific aspects o f true love, the author emphatically
demonstrates its uncompromising and unyielding character in a positive sense.
The last mention of Sheol in Qoh 9:10 is straightforward, literal, and by its
nature self-evident. It should be emphasized that this reference to Sheol, including its
elaborate explanatory remarks, that “there is no work or thought or knowledge or
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wi sdom,” functions not only as the clear designation o f the grave, but also to
convincingly demonstrate the fact that according to the witness o f the Hebrew
Scriptures the dead in the grave are in a state of complete unconsciousness.
Finally, this brief summary on the function of the term Sheol more than clearly
confirms the findings that in the Writings there is no reference where Sheol would
allude to one’s existence after death, immortality of the soul, or the incorruptibility o f
it in some gloomy region o f Sheol. The popular assertion that wherever the term
Sheol is employed, there is some kind o f existence, results from the misunderstanding
and misinterpretation o f the Hebrew Scripture. On the other hand, if there is no
existence after death, then there is no such thing as Sheol in its traditional sense.1

Purpose of
In order to complete this three-faceted synthesis in the Writings, it is necessary
to briefly focus on the third dimension, the purpose o f Sheol. The mutual
interdependence o f various aspects in this triangle helps to establish the identification
of the factual characteristics of the term Sheol, which are inseparable from its
anthropological and theological implications.
Thus, Ps 6 contains an extremely intense description of the Psalmist’s physical,
mental, and emotional anguish, which finds its expression in the sevenfold plea to
Yahweh for rescue. In this setting of life-and-death tension, the major purpose o f the
employment o f the term Sheol in vs. 6 is to emphasize as forcefully as possible the
fundamental qualifications o f the death imagery. Since the purpose o f the destructive

’The designations “traditional,” “popular,” “unbiblicaT are used
interchangeably to refer to the view that teaches one’s existence after death.
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power of death is to spare neither the righteous nor the wicked, so its logical
consequences manifest themselves in the fact that in death there is no remembrance
of Yahweh and in the grave nobody is able to give thanks or praise His name.
The basic intention of the emphasis on the term Sheol in Ps 9:18 is to contrast
“the wicked” and “the nations” that forget God and “pass into oblivion in the grave” 1
with “the needy” and “the poor” of vs. 19, who will never be forgotten, and whose
hope will not perish. A similar point is found in Ps 31:18 where the Psalmist, facing
imminent death threats, cries out for his vindication and Yahweh’s active intervention
in terms of vengeance on the wicked. He calls for speedy judgments, which would be
manifested in silencing them in the grave.”
As was already indicated in the two previous sections, which deal
with the nature and function of Sheol, there is a cluster o f Psalms in which the
Psalmists describe or seek deliverance and grace from Yahweh, as they are subjected
•j

to enormous distress and suffering. To these individuals the power of death seemed
so real and the grave so close and unavoidable that they felt as if they were almost
dead.
In this connection it should be particularly strongly emphasized that the
purpose o f the employment o f the term Sheol in these Psalms is not to provide
evidence that the Psalmists were actually in Sheol, or to describe the state o f the dead
as that of consciousness, or that they were undergoing some kind of agony in the

JWilson, Psalms, 231.
2See also Ps 55:16, which has an almost identical purpose.
3See Pss 16:10; 18:6; 30:4; 31:18; 49:15,16; 86:13; 88:4; 116:3.
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underworld.1 Nothing like that! As was demonstrated in a number o f exegetical
sections, the Hebrew Scriptures are clear and unambiguous concerning the dead as
well as their supposed existence in the netherworld by repeatedly emphasizing the fact
that no one is able to return from Sheol and no activity ever takes place there.
Furthermore, the following imagery, “the cords o f Sheol entangled me,” “the
snares o f death confronted me” (Ps 18:6),2 “You brought up my soul from Sheol” (Ps
30:4), “You have delivered my soul from the depth o f Sheol” (Ps 86:13), and the like,
is associated with the deadly dangers of premature death and consequently the
closeness of the grave, but nothing more. These and similar references to the term
Sheol point to the reality of the deadly power o f death as being able to manifest itself
under various circumstances in multiple forms and at any time.
O f special interest is Ps 49, where a sharp distinction is drawn between
the destiny of the rich and the righteous one, who relies on Yahweh. Practically
speaking, the term Sheol is used there in the twofold sense: In vs. 15 death, the grave,
and Sheol are in parallel and refer to the destruction and the final end of the rich,
whereas in vs. 16 the term Sheol has an absolutely different rationale. The two lines,
“but God will ransom my soul from the hand o f Sheol, for He will take me,” contain
not only figurative imagery, but also draw on the resurrection terminology, which
necessitates strong eschatological connotations. The purpose of the employment of
the term Sheol in vs. 16 is to emphasize it more as a power than a location, and the

'Bums, “The Mythology o f Death in the Old Testament,” 332.
2For similar imagery see Pss 22:13,16, 17; 40:13; 42:8; 49:6; 88:7, 8, 17,18;
116:3; 118:10-12; Hos 7:2; Jonah 2:3,5.
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fact that the Psalmist one day will be delivered from “the hand of Sheol” means that
the grave will lose its grip over the dead. The text does not allude to a continued
existence o f one’s soul in Sheol, but to the bodily resurrection of the dead from the
grave. In fact, the use o f the term Sheol in. vs. 16 leads to a sharp contrast between
the grave-death imagery on the one hand, and the resolution of the death-life tension,
expressed by the key verbs “ransom” and “take,” on the other.
Finally, the purpose o f the term Sheol in Ps 116:3 is to confirm the universality
o f death and to emphasize an absolute impossibility of its avoidance, whereas in Ps
139:8 the term is used in the context of a powerful portrayal of the omnipresence o f
Yahweh. In vs. 8 Sheol is portrayed as an unprotected and diametrically opposed
location to the heavens, which is subjected to the total control o f the Creator.
As was repeatedly pointed out in the previous discussions, the enormous
sufferings and despair of Job led him to contemplate and embrace death rather than to
continue in his indescribable anguish. In this anticipation of a new end, Job focuses
his thoughts on the grave, and on its nature, function, and purpose, thus providing the
reader with the powerful and elaborate imagery of death and Sheol, which is in perfect
harmony with the other related and informative references. However, one should
never miss the other side of this death-and-life coin, namely, that Job not only saw the
grave before him, but he also believed that beyond it there will be a new creation and a
“new existence that transcends ontology.”1
In Job 7:9 the imagery of the vanishing cloud in the sky and Sheol in the earth
'Hartmut Gese, “Death in the Old Testament,” in Essays on Biblical Theology
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1981), 34-59.
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forms a spatial antithesis, which by its nature and function portrays not only two
distinct and opposite developments, but also shares some common qualitative
indicators. Vs. 9 as a part o f a broader picture is dominated by various similes and
metaphors that forcefully emphasize the brevity and miserable conditions o f human
life.1 In this context, the major purpose of Job’s reference to Sheol is to reemphasize
the universal observation that death and the grave indicate the finality of human life.
This fundamental anthropological aspect is clearly stated in the second line, “He who
is going down to Sheol does not come up” (vs. 9), which, in the light o f chap. 3:11-26,
means a respite for Job from his pain.
In order to stress the inscrutability of God’s incomprehensible and profound
wisdom, Zophar refers in Job 11:7-12 to the four cosmic dimensions: height, depth,
length, and breadth. The basic purpose o f the employment o f the term Sheol in the
phrase “deeper than Sheol,” which is followed by the rhetorical question, “What can
you know?” is to emphasize God’s omniscience and, against its background, to expose
human limitations. Besides, the effect o f the immeasurability o f the wisdom is
achieved by contrasting the spatial and directional aspects o f Sheol with those of the
heavens, which in the text are depicted as limitless, thus showing that God’s wisdom
extends beyond any imaginable dimension.
Quite similar to Job 11:8 Is 26:6, where the term Sheol is characterized as

being naked before God. However, here the Intent and the major emphasis of the

!Job 7:6-9,16; 8:9; 9:25-26. See William J. Urbrock, Mortal and Miserable
Man: A Form-Critical Investigation o f Psalm 90, SBL Seminar Papers, 1 (Cambridge,
MA: Society o f Biblical Literature, 1974), 1-34; David Howard, How Come, God?
(Philadelphia: Holman, 1972), 31-40.
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employment o f the term Sheol, which is in parallel to “there is no covering for
Abaddon,” is slightly different from that in the preceding paragraph. By drawing an
extremely vivid imagery o f the grave and destruction, which is qualified as being
“naked” and with “no covering,” Job exposes the limitations o f the nature and function
of the grave and death on the one hand, and the omnipotence and omnipresence o f
God, on the other. None of these texts has any relation to the underworld as the abode
of the spirits of the dead.
It is significant to note that the implications o f various images in Job 14:13 are
more than simply profound and far-reaching. Job’s reference to Sheol is encircled by
the vocabulary, allusions, and motifs o f death, resurrection, judgment, and hope,1 thus
putting a strong emphasis on the grave as exclusively a temporary hiding place. The
last two lines, “that You would conceal me until your wrath is past” and “that You
would set a limit for me, and remember me,” contain profoundly important elements,
which by their function are of a theological, anthropological, and eschatological
nature. In the imagined triangle, which can be diagrammed as consisting of Sheol,
Job, and God, Job focuses on God as the initiator o f his physical resurrection, which in
turn implies an eschatological perspective with all its developments, including the
destruction of the grave.
Unremitting pain and tremendous physical and emotional tension have moved
Job to the very brink o f the grave, and that is why he refers to Sheol in 17:13,16 as his
future “house.” Job knew that all his hopes and concerns would be terminated by
I

For details see exegesis on Job 14:13.
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death and he himself would return to dust when he “will lie down in the dust” (7:21;
20:11; 21:26).
In the last two references o f Job 21:13 and 24:19, the term Sheol is employed
as the synonym o f the grave but with different purposes. For instance, in 21:13 Job
asserts that the wicked “spend their days in prosperity” and then “in a moment they go

down to Sheol,” which refers to their painless or easy death. However, in spite of
their seemingly sudden and peaceful end, the wicked are reserved “to a day of coming
judgment” (vs. 30). In a broader context Job shows that regardless o f the way an
individual may die—“one dies in his full strength” (vs. 23) or “another dies in
bitterness o f soul” (vs. 25)—the end is the same as “together they lie down on the
dust” (vs. 26). The nature and function o f Sheol correspond and serve its purpose.
The basic design o f employing the term Sheol in 24:19 is to demonstrate the
power of death and the grave over the insolent sinners, who feel safe, protected, and
exalted. By drawing on the nature imagery, “drought also heat snatch away the snow
waters,” and then depicting Sheol as a living being that snatches away “those who
have sinned,” Job makes a factual observation that the lives of the wicked are
terminated by death and they disappear, like the melting snow waters, in the grave for
ever.
The purpose of the reference to the term Sheol in Prov 1:12 is determined by
its literary genre, which as the first o f ten wisdom instructions1 dominates the entire
passage by specifically focusing on the formation of a godly character. The design of

'Prov 1:8-19; 2:1-22; 3:1-12,21-35; 4:1-9,10-19, 20-27; 5:1-23; 6:20-35, and
7:1-27; see Perdue, Proverbs, 76-77.
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the imagery of a personified Sheol is not only to reveal the true identity of the sinners,
but also to warn against their enticements, as is seen from the imperative verb forms:
“do not consent” (vs. 10), “do not go” (vs. 15), and “keep your foot from their paths”
(vs. 15). Consequently, vs. 12 cannot be used to support the teaching about the
underworld as the place o f one’s existence after death.
The next three references to the term Sheol (Prov 5:5; 7:27; 9:18) are almost
identical and subjected to the dominating theme of “the strange woman” (also 2:1-22),
who has various identities: a prostitute, an adulteress, and a fool.1 It is significant that
after providing a description o f her external looks, words, and deeds, which serve as
the vehicles of deception and seduction, the author communicates the deadly
consequences of her lifestyle by referring to the imagery which by its nature represents
destruction, death, and the grave: “Her feet go down to death; her steps take hold of
Sheol” (5:5), “her house—the ways o f Sheol,” “chambers o f death” (7:27), “Rephaim
are there, in the depth o f Sheol are her guests” (9:18). The major purpose in these
Sheol references is exactly the same as in Prov 1:12. In order that a youth would be
able to avoid the strange woman’s trap by obeying the fatherly instruction and thus be
protected from illicit intercourse with her, the author delivers to him a severe warning
as persuasively as possible by exposing the true nature and intentions o f the strange
woman, and the deadly consequences o f associating with her.
The statement in Prov 15:11, that “Sheol and Abaddon are before Yahweh;

‘ibid., 119.
2Prov 5:3,4; 7:6-23; 9:13-17.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

547
how much more the hearts of the sons of men,” intends to emphasize Yahweh’s
omniscience. If He knows the grave, the dead, and everything relating to the
destruction and its processes, then even more so He knows the hearts of people. In
vs. 24 the term Sheol is used to refer to death and the grave; however, the basic
intention of the reference to Sheol is not so much to contrast life and death as to
highlight the vital importance o f the fear o f Yahweh, which results in “the path of
life” leading the prudent upward.
The importance o f physical training and correction of youth is highlighted by
the further explanatory reference to Sheol in 23:14. The author asserts that by
following the recommended way o f correction, “you will save his soul from Sheol,”
which is the same as to “save him from death” (vs. 13), or in other words, you will
protect him from premature death and the grave, whether death comes as a result of
wrong actions or choices.
Finally, in Prov 27:20 the reference to the destructive nature and function of
Sheol is used as an emphatic comparison o f the avaricious appetite o f humans, which
by its nature, function, and purpose is not less deadly, whereas the final reference to
Sheol in 30:16 emphasizes the gloomy reality of the ever-present power of death and
the grave.
In Canticles 8:6, the term Sheol is encircled by the powerful and

principal imagery o f death and fire, which is designed to contribute its specific
nuances to the portrayal of true love. In order to accomplish this goal and to
emphasize her true nature, depth, and power as expressively and forcefully as possible,

'Compare Prov 13:14 with 14:27, which are almost identical.
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the author employs its antonym Sheol, the term for the place of the dead or the grave.
In the Writings the last reference to Sheol, found in Qoti 9:10, which contains
a number of descriptive elements relating to its nature, function, and the state of the
dead, beyond any doubt refers to the grave. One of the major intentions is to
reemphasize the universal truth that life is short, in the grave there is nothing, and
therefore, “all that your hand finds to do, with your strength do.”
In summary, the exegetical investigation o f the term Sheol in the Writings
demonstrates a fundamentally consistent pattern in describing its nature, function, and
purpose. Though the term occurs in diverse contexts, the consistency and directness
with which it is treated in various books o f the Writings lead to the conclusion that the
term Sheol functions as a poetical synonym o f the place o f the dead or the grave.
However, it would be wrong to conclude that the Psalmists, Job, the author of the
book o f Proverbs, Canticles, and Qohelet would meticulously replicate the entire
imagery of Sheol in every detail. On the other hand, it is logical and natural that each
of these authors employs the term Sheol in the combination o f various literary means
of expression, unusual emphases, nuances, descriptive elements, and portrayal of
actual or imagined situations, the purpose of which is to convey a concrete message
that with death any form or manifestation o f life is cut off in Sheol.
Finally, from the Writings it is impossible to establish any connection or to
find any verbal clues concerning the term Sheol, including indicators o f its nature,
function, and purpose, that would designate Sheol as the place, where the souls or
spirits o f the dead would continue their existence. Such connections simply do not
exist. They are not there.
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Excursus 3
b * \m and Its Conceptual Links in the Writings
Introduction
As was seen from Excursus 1 and 2, there is a consistent pattern in the Hebrew
Scriptures concerning the distribution and major functions o f the death vocabulary,
which being related to the grave leaves a direct and clarifying impact on the
understanding and interpretation o f the nature, function, and purpose of the term
Sheol. In fact, there is an entire spectrum o f various concepts, formulaic expressions,
contrapositions, juxtapositions, complexities, and reasons, which altogether, in spite o f
their diversity and quantity, functions as a unifying principle, thus presenting a holistic
anthropological view o f the fundamental life-and-death issues.
The purpose o f this segment is to make short references to the formulaic
expressions o f death, which in varied forms were previously discussed in the Torah
and Prophets. It is also important to have a summarized overview concerning the
distribution of the verb 2D10 in the Writings, as it has direct relation to the grave.
However, the major intent is to focus on and discover that exegetical
information which in the framework of the current research would provide additional
alternative insights pertaining to one’s death and the state o f the dead in Sheol, as well
as the bodily resurrection from the grave.

Formulas of Death in the W ritings
As the term Sheol does not occur in isolation, it should be treated in
relationship to other relevant terminology, as was done before in the Torah and
Prophets. For example, the idiomatic expression

r p b b (“to go [to be]
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with your fathers,” 1 Chr 17:11) refers to David’s death and burial, and by no means
can be inferred as one’s continued existence after death in Sheol. Similar wording is
employed in Ps 39:14, ^PK l
10:21 UOTtjl K'Si

Q i m (“before I go and I am no more”) and Job

□“JCD3 (“before I go, and I shall not return”).1 The nature of

both statements “I am no more” and “I shall not return” is self-evident and assertive,
excluding any notion relating to after-death existence in Sheol.
The same idea is also expressed by another, almost identical formula
concerning Josiah,

^DOX (“I will gather you to your fathers”), which is

further clarified by two parallel lines, ^’’rY 'D p^X PlSDiO (“you shall be gathered to
your grave”) and ni?"in *733

HPK’ir r k b l (“and your eyes will not see all

•%

the evil,” 2 Chr 34:28). This threefold reference to Josiah’s death and burial in the
grave is in harmony with all the other previously discussed references. Since these
idioms represent the imagery o f death and the grave and function as a mirror model of
Sheol, none o f them or other identical formulaic expressions can be interpreted as
Israel’s belief in life after death.

in the W ritings
The verb ID® (“lie down”) in table 18 functions in the same way as its
synonyms

(“go”) and

(“gather”), which were referred to in the above

section.3 The term ID© is an ideal metaphor and designation for such expressions

!See Excursus 2.
2For the major discussions on the formulas see Excursus 1 and 2.
3For the major discussion on the term 3D® see Excursus 2.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

551
TABLE 18
THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE TERM 2p© IN THE CONTEXT OF DEATH
TERMINOLOGY IN THE WRITINGS

No.
1

Texts
Ps 88 :6

Hebrew
“D p D p © t r ^ n in s

2

Job 3:13

TDD© n n iT D

3

Job 7:21

3D©K “ID©*? n n iT D

4

Job 14:12

0 i p p 6 l Dp© ©"XT so man lies down and does not rise

5

Job 20:11

DD©n

6

Job 21:26

DD©’8 ISIT*?]? “tfT

7

Lam 2:21

•S p x b DD©

8

2 Chr 9:31

*

T

:

t

V

:

*.

“

T

•

7

:

7

T

T

■

T

V

T

T

r

------

“

V T

rrn x~oy

-

iD in

T

T

-

T

*

< -

:

T

;

* -

Translation
like the slain who lie in the grave
for now I would be lying down
for now I will lie down in the dust
and with him on the dust it lies down
together on the dust they lie down
they lie on the earth
and he lay down with his fathers
and they buried him

9
10

2 Chr 12:16

PhDX"DS

2 Chr 13:23

-n r .
Vh'2K~DV . . . 2 2 m

.

. .

3

•

t

3 O T
<: ♦-

in x n p p 9]
11

2 Chr 14:1

r m x -D ©

22^1

. .

.

in x D 3 p 9i
12

2 Chr 16:13

13

2 Chr 16:14
2 Chr 21:1

and they buried him

is w m

and they laid him on a bier

;

'

. .

^nnD © si

-

%

rhD
7 KDU

•

: —

D3©a3 and he lay down with his fathers

. . .

-

r n P x -n p ^

16

2 Chr 26:23

w n iT D ©
7

“ t

t t d x -d p

2 Chr 28:27

and he lay down with his fathers

and they buried him in his grave

2 Chr 26:2

18

and they buried him

v r n p p p ^inppp9]

15

2 Chr 27:9

and he lay down with his fathers

and he lay down with his fathers

.

<”

r n n x -n p 2 2 ^ 1

17

and was buried

dd© 9i

rn P K D P

t

14

and he lay down with his fathers

bh dp©

22m

. . .

-

<-

m

• -

r D p ai

TTQKTW
.
r
™
YTOITDJJ
t *:
v

•.

and was buried with his fathers
the king lay down with his fathers
and he lay down with his fathers
and they buried Mm with his fathers

DD©S1
<- : •“ and he lay down with his fathers

. .

D p p 91 and they buried him

...2 2 m
*

• I:

-1-

and he lay down with his fathers
and they buried Mm
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TaiDie 18—Continued.
19 2 Chr 32:33

TTQK"D57 . . . ID©*!
t

and he lay down with his fathers
and they buried him

20 2 Chr 33:20

TraK-DD . . . n s© 9l and he lay down with his fathers
and they buried him

as “to be dead,” “to lay down in the grave,” and “to be buried,” as there are direct
similarities between lying down, sleep, and death: inexorability, body position,
stillness, the loss o f power to receive and hold knowledge, impressions, or mental
perception in relation to others, lack o f consciousness, awakening, etc.1
According to table 18, it is evident that by employing the verb ID©’ the
biblical authors assert the fact that the condition o f any human being can be
characterized as mortal, which means the end o f all existence.
Suffice to say that to “lie down” “in the grave,” “in the dust,” “on the earth,”
and “with his fathers,” is the same as to go down to Sheol. Generally these figurative
expressions refer to one’s death and the place o f burial that is located either close to or
the nearest proximity from the dead person’s parents or relatives.
The point is, however, that without merging into the discussion whether the
term HD® refers to “peaceful” or “wicked” death, practically it is employed as one
among numerous concepts referring to dying and the grave. Its synonymous and
interrelated terminology will briefly be discussed in the sections below.

Ps 104;29,3®
Ps 104 is a hymn o f praise to Yahweh as the Creator and Sustainer o f the
^ ee McAlpine, Sleep, Divine & Human, 147-149; Thomson, “Sleep: An
Aspect of Jewish Anthropology,” 421-433.
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entire universe and mirrors Gen 1. In Ms discussion on Ps 104, L. Toombs refers
to the sevenfold structure of creation as follows:1(1) organization of the heavens
(vss. 1-4); (2) formation of the earth (vss. 5-9); (3) provision of water (vss. 10-13);
(4) food for people and animals (vss. 14-18); (5) organization o f time (vss. 19-23);
(6) the sea (vss. 24-25); and (7) control o f life (vss. 27-30). Special attention should
be devoted to vss. 29-30, which, by laconically describing the absolute dependence of
the animated world on Yahweh, provide valuable information concerning life-anddeath issues.
t o i p D nn *pn
You take away their spirit, they expire
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and to their dust they return
iI i ax *•i tr • wI **:m x j - - :
You send forth Your Spirit, they are created

vs. 30a

Without going into detailed exegesis it is evident that these statements are in
the context o f divine sustenance and expose at least three basic points of importance:
1. Existence is possible only by the FITI (“spirit”) of Yahweh, which, being the
essence o f life, functions as the animating, life-sustaining principle and serves as
the synonym of HD03 (“breath,” Gen 2:7).2

'Lawrence E. Toombs, “The Psalms,” in The Interpreter’s One-Volume
Commentary on the Bible, ed. Charles M. Laymon (New York: Abingdon, 1971), 290291.
2See Martm-Achard, From Death to Life, 5-6; Marc Girard, Les Psaumes
Redecomerts: De la structure au sens, 101-150,3 vols. (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1994),
3:73. See “HDTO,” BDB, 675; T. C. Mitchell, “The Old Testament Usage of Nesama,”
FT 11, no. 2 (1961): 177-187.
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2. As soon as Yahweh ^OPl (“gathers,” “removes”)1 Dn^""! (“their spirit”), every
living beings dies,2 but the spirit of life3 returns to the Creator (Eccl 12:7). In
other words, life ends with death without any further implications, as is clearly
emphasized by Anderson: “When the body is no longer animated by the breath of
life, it reverts to the dust from which it was taken in the first place (Gen 3:19; cf.
Job 34:14f.; Ps 146:4).”*
3. It is impossible to overemphasize the fact that there is no substitute for the FITl
o f Yahweh, which means that life apart from bodily existence is an absolutely
impossible notion.
On the other hand, the expression in vs. 30,

n r

n b m (“You

send forth Your Spirit, they are created”) refers to the opposite process, which by its
nature is unique and implies Yahweh’s creative work. Here the term XH3 (“create”)
first of all emphasizes not only the idea that everything basically has its origin with
Yahweh, but also refers to the so-called creatia continua (continual creation), which is
possible only through Him who possesses the breath o f life.5 To assert that there is
some kind of non-bodily existence after one’s death in Sheol is to negate the essence

*See ‘tr]pK,” BDB, 63.
2The same word S713 is found in Gen 6:17 and 7:21.
“ T

3Robert G. Bratcher, “Biblical Words Describing Man: Breath, Life, Spirit,”
The Bible Translator 34, no. 2 (April 1983): 201-209; Daniel C. Arichea, “Translating
Death and Spirit,” The Bible Translator 34, no. 2 (April 1983): 209-213.
4Anderson, The Book o f Psalms, 2:724.
5See Mitchel Ringgren, “1 0 3 ” TDOT, 2:242-249.
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of these clear statements.1

Ps 146:4
Ps 146 is the first of five

bbr\ (“praise”) psalms that conclude the book o f

Psalms (146-150).2 Its descriptive genre o f praise in combination with its
structural elements3 and simplicity creates a hymn o f “a strong impression.”4
Vs. 4, like Ps 104:29, demonstrates the limitations of human beings by
stressing their mortality and their total dependence on the animating force o f life,
which comes from Yahweh.5

irm xb 2W irm mn
a

t

: -

:

j s

t

v

j

*'

••

His spirit departs, he returns to his ground;

vm hm

m x tn n r t n r 2
In that very day his thoughts perish.
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The very first words, “his spirit departs” or “goes forth,” serve as the direct
reference to the spirit o f life, which in the case of withdrawal leads to death and
consequently to returning to the ground, which characterizes the qualitative aspect of
every human being. It is significant to note that the expression

(“he

’Ps 90:3 contains the same idea o f returning to the dust, “You turn man to
destruction, And say, ’Return, O children o f men.’”
2Mays, Psalms, 439.
3For a chiastic structure see VanGemeren, Psalms, 5:864.
4Weiser, The Psalms, 829.
5In ten verses o f this short Psalm, the proper noun “Yahweh” occurs 11 times.
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returns to Ms ground”) alludes to and links together both Gen 2:7, which describes
man’s origins, with 3:19, which depicts his death, disintegration, and decomposition.
In addition, in the current verse the phrase in D lx b (“to his ground”) has clear
connotations o f the grave and brings up “the motif of Sheol as the land to which all
mortals must return”;1 however, not the slightest hint can be traced in the text that
Sheol is the place of continued existence.
The phrase

* 1

QP3 (“in that very day”) refers to the point in time when

the spirit o f life is taken away or simply one’s death, the nature o f which is further
emphasized by the cessation of every mental function, including that “his thoughts
perish” at once and forever. Neither consciousness in death nor soul existence is
implied here.3 It is self-evident that the discussed text emphatically refutes the
popular view o f a conscious state of soul or spirit existence in Sheol between death
and the resurrection.
Moreover, it is absolutely wrong to think that mental or spiritual faculties of
human beings can operate without physical existence, which, in turn, is absolutely
impossible without the spirit o f life.4 Indeed, it should be stressed again that the
origin of every human being, the existence o f every person as the living soul, and

‘Dahood, Psalms III: 101-150, 341.
2The term ]1F1TO is a hapax legomenon, often translated as “plans” (NRSV,
NKJV, NIB).
On the living and the dead soul, see Excursus 1.
4Anderson, The Book o f Psalms, 2:941.
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death as the end o f every form o f life are conditioned only by Yahweh.1 The presence
of m i means life, whereas its absence means death and decay.

Job 34:14,15
As in the previously discussed instances, so in Job 34:14,15, Elihu employs
almost identical terminology to emphasize the absolute sovereignty and ability of God
e

*

to withdraw the spirit o f life from earth in an instant should He decide to do so.
f o b v b x D'tZrDX
If He should set His heart to Himself,
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vs. 15

:

and man would return to dust.
By illuminating their semantic interrelationships, both terms HQIM (“breath”)
and n n (“spirit”) form a direct synonymous parallelism. But not only that, “breath”
and “spirit” also function as the highly intensified indicator o f one’s continuous and
total dependence on that life force or principle, where HOTO, as the characteristic

'See Num 16:22 and 27:16, where the author refers to Yahweh not only as the
Creator of all life, but also as the Sovereign over it. He is the One who controls life
and death of His creation. See Ashley, The Book o f Numbers, 313-314; Levine,
Numbers 1-20,415.
2Bratcher and Reybum, The Book o f Psalms, 1170.
3Habel, The Book o f Job, 483.
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feature o f life, reveals the existential reality that every human being is bound together
and inseparably with Yahweh (Gen 2:1)}
If Yahweh should come to a decision to take away His breath or His spirit,
then in an instant “NT
“ A T

J T T

T

SHP (“all flesh would perish together”), which
j

”

: •

v

■*

^

includes every form o f life. The formulaic expression lOT”1
•'

J

T

/ T T

“

D lK l (“and
T T

:

man would return to dust”)2 was pronounced by Yahweh Himself in Gen 3:19 and
functions as the idiom referring to dying and decay in the grave with no after-death
existence implied.

Qoh 3:19-21
Without going into structural details it will suffice to note that these three
verses (vss. 19-21) function as part o f a unit (vss. 18-22) that centers on the
inevitability o f death. In fact, the unit itself emerges in the theological context amid
allusions to God’s eschatological judgment of the righteous and the wicked, which
«

>

includes such inseparable and dynamic aspects as the sentence and its execution.

o

Though vss. 19-21 contain some new elements, their basic death-related terminology

‘Hedwig Lambert-Zielinski, “H1OT3,” TDOT, 10:65-70; Wolff, Anthropology
o f the Old Testament, 59.
See Excursus 1.
3See Qoh 3:16,17; 8:12,13; 11:9; 12:13,14. For some forms of
eschatological concepts o f theodicy in Qohelet see Hartmut Gese, “The Crisis of
Wisdom in Koheleth,” in Theodicy in the Old Testament, ed. James L. Crenshaw
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 141-153; Michael A. Eaton, Ecclesiastes: An
Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1983), 84.
In spite o f the fact that the judgment theme is extremely important and, in one
way or another, related to the term Sheol, because o f space and time limitations it will
not be discussed here.
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is in perfect harmony with the discussed vocabulary in such references as Pss 104:2930, 146:4, and Job 34:14-15, which altogether creates a powerful picture of
anthropological reality o f death and reaffirms the conclusions made previously.

n n n a n mpm
n ix m n rnpo ••a
v i:
For the fate o f the sons o f men and the fate o f beasts
t

*•

:

-

j

•

t

t

t

-

1:

v8:

vs. 19

•

u hv b irm mpm
vs: *
and they have one fate.
T

T

V

<

nf ninj pi j'% n?v nins
/ :
As death o f this so death o f that;

vk 'nnrarnn dikh “inim bib i m nm
I * T

T

<

T

T

T

“

A

“

\ T

V

“

/

:

and the same [one] spirit belongs to all and there is no advantage for man over beast,
b i n t e n "3
for all is vanity.
V

JT

\

I •

~

nm Dipn-bK ibm
fen
I
A T

V

ii

T

V

\ “

/

vs. 20

~

All are going to the same [one] place.

“aurrbx ntf bim "isrrnn rrn 'bin
IT T

V

V

\ -

/T

:

T T IV

I *

JT T

**

all came from the dust and all are returning to the dust.
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and the spirit o f the beast descends downward to the earth?
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In order to clarify some terminological issues, it is necessary to make a few
comments. First o f all, though the term JTlpO in most versions is translated as “fate,”
it has nothing to do with mysterious accident, fortune, ill luck, or chance. The basic
meaning o f the noun rnpO , which comes from the verb r n p (“happen,”
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1
"?
“encounter”), is “happening,” “occurrence,” or “event.” In other words, the author
highlights and then puts a strong emphasis on the specific event, which is beyond the
control of those who represent the animated world and at the same time are partakers
in mortality; namely, what happens to the sons o f men also happens to beasts, and as
the result o f that “happening” or “event” all o f them die. The rn p D (“happening”) is
further clarified and intensified by an emphatic statement, HT DID

HT DIDS

(“as death of this so death of that”), which means that all without exception are subject
to death. The masculine nouns rnpQ and DID function here as synonyms.
It should also be pointed out that Qohelet has nothing to do here with the
differentiation between humans and beasts; neither does he dwell on any moral,
physical, or mental distinctions, nor does he try to put all humans and animals on
exactly the same level. He simply specifies and then emphasizes two common points,
namely, both humans and beasts have “"SIlK ITH (“the same [one] spirit”) of life, and
when Yahweh “gathers” His spirit (Job 34:14,15; Pss 49:13,14; 104:29), both of
them die.3
Furthermore, the numeral “IflK (“one”),4 which is employed three times in vss.
19-20, functions as an adjective to emphasize:
1Leonard J. Coppes, “H ip ,” TWOT, 2:813-814; Helmer Ringgren, “Hpp,”
TDOT, 13:159-162.
2Michael A. Grisanti, “H ip ” NIDOTTE, 3:984-986. Compare the
occurrences o f the word rnpQ in Qoh 2:14,15; 3:19 (3 times); and 9:2,3.
3See Longman, The Book o f Ecclesiastes, 128; Arthur Maitby, “The Book o f
Ecclesiastes and the After-life,” The Evangelical Quarterly 35 (1963): 39-44.
4See n m , ” BDB, 26.
T V
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1. The fact that humans with beasts have a common lot, o n b

rnpm (“and

they have one fate,” vs. 19).
2. The fact is that b s b "FIX fTTH (“all have one spirit”) and that is why there is no
advantage for humans over beasts (compare Gen 1:3Q; 2:7). By placing the adverb
of negation pX (“nothing,” “is not,” “are not”) at the very end of the phrase,
Qohelet turns it into a categorical statement: “advantage for man over beasts there
is none,”1 or as humans are subject to death they are in no way superior to beasts.
3. The fact that i n x DlpD"^X 1^)71 b p H (“all are going to the same [one]
place,” vs. 20).

bpn

The formulaic conclusion ban

’p (“for all is vanity”) in the

current context may refer to the fact that death functions to limit humans and beasts in
time and space by destroying them biologically and then turning them back into the
basic elements of the earth; however, in the context of the entire book the phrase
“for all is vanity” clearly specifies that kind o f life which is lived without God, the
Creator o f heavens and earth, and thus without an eschatological hope.
The Qal participle forms

(“are going”) and 2jp (“are returning”) in

vs. 20 function as euphemisms for dying. It is also important to note that in order to
highlight and emphasize the point of universal mortality, which automatically negates
any notion o f immortality, for there is no such thing as the coexistence of mortality
and Immortality, Qohelet starts each o f the three lines of vs. 20 by the all-inclusive
term bpH ([the] “all”). Consequently, the phrase TT1K m p B '^ X

bpH (“all

are going to the same [one] place”) refers to Sheol or simply the grave, which further
’See Whybray, Ecclesiastes, 79.
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is associated with the dust by referring to human origins as 1D^rS"]Q ITH *23 H (“all
came from the dust”), and describing inevitability of human death and destruction as
(“all are returning to the dust”). In the current case the term
“dust” is linked with two basic meanings: going down to Sheol or the burial in the
grave, and the decomposition o f the corpse as it turns again into dust.1
It is interesting to observe that in spite o f the clearest language and dominant
death imagery, the interdependence o f the repeated terminology between vs. 20 and
Gen 2:7; 3:19, Crenshaw comes to quite surprising conclusions: “The dissolution of
the body into dust might rule out belief in continued existence in Sheol, but that is not
the case. Qohelet affirms the traditional belief that people go to the shadowy abode
after death.” If one follows his interpretation, then beasts that have the same spirit as
humans must also have immortal souls.
♦

„

The rhetorical question in vs. 21 %F1V ’'Q (“who knows”) whether “the spirit
of the sons o f men ascends upward and the spirit o f the beast descends downward to
the earth” implies the answer “nobody knows.” Though no person has ever observed
its movement, God has revealed that “the spirit of life” returns to Him. Besides, vs. 20
does not refer to a distinction between the spirit o f humans and the spirit o f beasts, as
the existence o f such a distinction was already absolutely negated in vss. 19-20.3
However, it is a well-established fact that the body at death goes to the grave,
and then during a process of disintegration it becomes dust (Gen 3:19), and it is also

1Ogden and Zogbo, Ecclesiastes, 116.
2Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, 104.
3Whybray, Ecclesiastes, 80.
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known that at death the energy of life or “the spirit returns to God who gave it” (12:7;

Gen 2:7). It should be particularly emphasized here that both human beings and beasts
have DHX HIT (“the same [one] spirit,” vs. 19). If the spirit of life, which is given to
humans, returns back to God, then the same should happen with the spirit of beasts.1
Finally, like the discussed references in Psalms and Job, this brief overview
clearly demonstrates the same fact: None o f the three verses (19-21) contains any
allusion to the popular assumption that at death the spirit or soul becomes a
disembodied and conscious, independently existing entity, which goes down to Sheol
in order to continue its existence in the miserable environment of darkness and shades.

Qoh 12:7
Chap. 12 starts with one o f the most important key words, IDT (“remember,”
Qal impv.), referring not only to inner mental functions, but also urging one to
perform concrete external actions.2 The object of the imperative DDT, which is the
opposite ofrtDE? (“forget”), is ^DKDIDTIX (“your Creator”). It is particularly
important to note that the verb "IDT governs the whole chapter, as it is linked together

with another IDT in 11:8, Tjcfin

DDTD (“and let him remember the days of

darkness”), thus bringing vs. 7 to a climax.
The other two significant key words are the imperatives ofK'T (“fear”) and
ID® (“keep,” “guard”), which are found at the conclusion of the whole book in vs.

!For various usages of PHD, see Friedrich Baumgartel, “Spirit in the OT,”

TDNT, 6:359-368.
2Thomas E. McComiskey, “DDT,” TWOT, 1:241-243.
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commandments”), CnKiT^S n r'O (“for this is the whole o f man [man’s all]”).
This key vocabulary has various anthropological, theological, and
eschatological implications,2 which should motivate every person not only to
“remember” the Creator but also to take seriously the fixed facts of vss. 7 and 14.
The author sets the stage for vs. 7 by introducing in vss. 5 and 6 various
metaphors, and mental pictures, all o f which symbolize death and the grave. For
example, in vs. 5, the expression in b lP JTXbK b lK H

TjbrPS(“for a man is

going to his everlasting home”) refers to death and the grave.3 The four metaphors in
vs. 6 are dominated by the imperative “DT, that is, “remember your Creator” before

rjpbn bnn pnT(“the silver cord is broken”), 3TITri nj?a p JT l (“and the golden
bowl is crushed”),
fountain”), and “nsrrbx

*73

(“and the pitcher is shattered at the

bjjban fhai (“the wheel is broken at the well”).

After

employing highly figurative language to signify death, Qohelet focuses on the
consequences o f death and the grave in vs. 7.4

'See Qoh 3:14; 5:6; 7:18; 8:12.
2Choon-Leong Seow, “Qohelet’s Eschatological Poem,” JBL 118, no. 1
(1999): 209-234.
3See John F. A. Sawyer, “The Ruined House in Ecclesiastes 12: A
Reconstruction o f the Original Parable,” JBL 94 (1975): 519-531; Michael V. Fox,
“Aging and Death in Qohelet 12,” JSOT 42 (1988): 55-77; John Jarick, “An ‘Allegory
of Age’ as Apocalypse (Ecclesiastes 12:1-7),” Colloquium 22, no. 2 (1990): 19-27;
Youngblood, “Qoheleth’s ‘Dark House’ (Eccl 12:5),” 397-410; Graham S. Ogden,
“Qoheleth X I7-X II8: Qoheleth’s Summons to Enjoyment and Reflection,” VT 34,
no. 1 (1984): 27-38.
4See Excursus 1.
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This is the imagery o f absolute dissolution, and not a reference to the
immortality o f one’s spirit in Sheol. The text does not speak about human soul or
some abstract thought entity returning to God either. However, Fox reads in vs. 7 the
following message: “The verse says that at death a person’s body returns to the dirt
and the life-spirit is withdrawn; in other words, he is deprived o f breath, without
which he is a helpless, somnolent semi-being in Sheol.”1
It should be noted that in order to describe death, Qohelet employs the
vocabulary of Gen 2:7 and 3:19. The word "131711 (“the dust”) in the expression
rn n tfs f i R r r b i ? n ou n n& n (“and the dust win return to the earth as it was”)
A TT
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can be understood as the qualitative reference to the corpse, which in the grave turns
to dust. Though the expression "IDPH 3 iP l can be interpreted either as the
disintegration o f the dead body as it becomes the dust of the earth or burial in the
grave, the point is clear that Qohelet emphasizes the reversal o f Gen 2:7. The phrase
rnlllZte (“as it was”) directly refers to the 131711 and provides additional explanatory
emphasis concerning the origins, material, and quality o f man (Job 10:9). Dust is the

'Michael V. Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up: A Rereading
o f Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 332; idem, Qohelet and His
Contradictions, JSOTSup 71 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), 309.
2See Ogden and Zogbo, Ecclesiastes, 432; Delbert R. Hillers, “Dust: Some
Aspects o f Old Testament Imagery, ” in Love and Death in the Ancient Near East:
Essays in Honor o f Marvin H Pope, ed. John Marks and Robert Good (Guilford: Four
Quarters, 1987), 105-109.
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essence o f the earth, and human beings as dust must again become dust.
It is significant to note that the parallel lines of vs. 7 form a chiastic structure,
which helps to better identify and emphasize the basic elements and their functions.
The repeatedly emphasized fact that “the dust” is one of the qualifications of man and
“the spirit” designates his life force emphasizes two diametrically opposed and at the
same time interdependent realities, without which no man is able to function. Thus,
the term 3 1 0 0 (“will return”)1 is used for the second time to demonstrate as clearly as
possible that at death PUTO i m
*

it t
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D ^ n b x r r b x HITO m i n i (“the spirit will return
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to God who gave it”).2
The text does not say that the HIT goes down to Sheol and stays there.
Moreover, this expression has nothing to do with an immortal soul that detaches
herself from the corpse and continues its existence in a disembodied state in Sheol,
instead it focuses on the spirit or breath o f life, which returns to God who only is in
control o f all life-and-death processes. In fact, the second line contains the
fundamental truth, which not only alludes to Gen 2:7, but is in total harmony with the
rest o f the Hebrew Scripture. It should be recalled that soul (the whole person) and
spirit of life represent two totally different categories of thought, which should not
ever be confused.3

!HoIladay, The Root Subh in the Old Testament with Particular Reference to
Its Usages in Covenantal Contexts, 1-191.
2Brevard Springs Childs, “Death and Dying in Old Testament Theology,” in
Love and Death in the Ancient Near East: Essays in Honor o f Marvin H. Pope, ed.
John Marks and Robert Good (Guilford: Four Quarters, 1987), 89-91. See also the
related study o f Paul Armes, “The Concept of Dying in the Old Testament” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1981).
3Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 23 A: 120. See Excursus 1.
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In summary, whatever scholars may say, the facts of death and the grave, as
presented in the Hebrew Bible, remain unalterable. The dead body dissolves and
becomes one with dust, but the spirit or breath of life returns to God. Qohelet asserts
that the life principle in humans and animals is the same and there are no qualitative
differences between them (3:19-21; Ps 104:29, 30). Moreover, he urges everyone to
remember the Giver of life, and that one day “God will bring every act to judgment,
everything which is hidden, whether it is good or evil” (12:14; also 3:17; 11:9).
Actually, the direct allusions to the future judgment point to the future beyond
Sheol, which in turn demonstrates that Qohelet is not a pessimist or nihilist but an
optimist.1

Job 19:25-27
In spite of the fact that many modem scholars see in vss. 25-27 only
contradictions and find in them no hope o f resurrection at all,2 they are undeniably
vibrant and forceful in their expression, meaning, and application. Indeed, these
verses function as the most dynamic and powerful affirmation of Job’s faith in the
personal resurrection from Sheol. The fact that Job focuses in his speeches so much

!See Howard N. Bream, “Life without Resurrection: Two Perspectives from
Qoheleth,” in A Light unto My Path: Old Testament Studies in Honor o f Jacob M.
Myers, ed. Howard N. Bream, Ralph D. Heim, and Carey A. Moore (Philadelphia,
PA: Temple University Press, 1974), 49-65.
2There are three major views: (1) Job refers to the bodily resurrection,
(2) modem scholarship points out that in these verses Job expects to see God after his
death in a disembodied state, and (3) they describe Job’s desire to see his restoration
before Ms death. For discussion of these three views see Clines, Job 1-20; 17:463466.
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on death and Sheol does not mean that he has no hope. On the contrary, Job
repeatedly looks beyond the present to the future with confidence. He never even
alludes to popular assumptions concerning the spirit or soul existence in the
underworld, as his focus is on another alternative:
Tt ’’b m T IP T
For I know that my Redeemer lives,
*

a t

*

j

:

~ tv

j*

-

vs. 25

prmj

Dij'T

and that at the end He will stand upon the earth;
n x n s p j n i p -srtm
And after my skin is destroyed, this [I know],
I: •

a

s*

\

j

“ ~

:

vs. 26

ni*px nm K n t a m
That from my flesh I shall see God,
^ -n r n x •»» i m
Whom I will see for myself,

vs. 27

it-k V i m i "ppi
And my eyes will behold, and not another.
:

a t

it*

**

:

j

j

-

t

:

j

*

-

-

:

\

t

My heart faints within me.
Vss. 25-27 belong to the unit (vss. 21-29) which in spite of its diverse
structural and thematic elements represents both a well-balanced chiasm and a
structurally systematic arrangement. Moreover, vss. 25-27 not only function as the

’Literally “My kidneys grow faint in my breast.”
2For discussions on the structure see Habel, The Book o f Job, 294-298; Janzen,
Job, 131-140; Kissane, The Book o f Job, 118-123; Clines, Job 1-20,17:435-438.
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peak o f the entire chiastic outline, but also demonstrate that they are bound together
phonologicaily by their own double chiastic structure based on sound.

mp"T n s r S u itin x i

t

rn^K nmK n m m

*bm t o t

vs. 25

n x n s p 3 n i y in K i

vs. 26

These three lines are interlocked by numerous emphatic elements that directly
expose and dramatize Job’s conviction in the bodily resurrection: the additional
emphatic presence o f the pronoun ’3K (“I”) before the verbs

(“I know,” vs. 25)

and n m « (“I will see,” vs. 26); intensification by repeating the verbs HTnK (vss. 26,
27) and

(“they will see,” vs. 27); the clarifications after the verb, 'b (“I myself,”

vs. 27 f and TTO6') (“and not another,” vs. 27).
Vs. 25 starts with the phrase

(“for I know”), where 1 (“for,”

“but”) introduces contrast with vss. 23-24,3 and the personal pronoun

takes on an

emphatic form “I myself.”4 The verb ‘iF®“Pi(“I know”)5 occurs in the book o f Job
'These insights belong to Dr. Jacques Doukhan, class notes on the book o f Job.
See also Gordon Eugene Christo, “The Eschatological Judgment in Job 19:21-29: An
Exegetical Study” (Ph.D dissertation, Andrews University, 1992), 78.
2For the reflexive and emphatic function o f personal pronouns suffixed to
propositions occurring after a verb, see Waltke and O’Connor, An Introduction to
Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 305.
Clines, Job 1-20, 17:458.
;See Habel, The Book o f Job, 303.
’See also “17T,”
“ T BDB,7 395.
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especially in legal contexts, where it basically means “I have a strong conviction,” or
“I firmly believe.”’ It is highly significant to note that J. Doukhan points out Job’s
unique relationships with God by focusing on the verb ’PIET in the interdependent
textual parallels:2
n x r ’s ■ t o t
I have known that this is with You

io:i3

T
T O T *,3K1
For I know that my Redeemer lives

19:25

tI tITo•

a t

!

* j

*

•

:

- t \

:

j

'

-T

"

•HDS? tVW -IDT
T sn
v
A

’ t

*

t j ■

t

v

t s

j * -

10:12

You have granted me life and lovingkindness
T
my Redeemer lives
at

By affirming that Tl

•

j

19:25

(“my Redeemer lives”) Job focuses on Yahweh,

who functions as his personal Defender, Redeemer Advocate, and Judge.3 The
pronominal suffix “my” refers to Job and at the same time the phrase T!
structurally contrasted with

is

(literally, “on the dust”). The noun ”)3I7

(“earth,” “dust”) points back to the “IDP in Gen 2:7 and 3:19 as the place o f life and
death. In the book of Job it occurs twenty-six times, alluding either to death and the

’Habel, The Book o f Job, 304. See Job 9:2,28; 10:13; 13:18. For a detailed
discussion on the current verses, see Christo, “The Eschatological Judgment in Job
19:21-29: An Exegetical Study,” 67-151.
2Jacques Doukhan, “Radioscopy o f a Resurrection: The Meaning o f niqqepu
zo ’t in Job 19:26,” AUSS 34, no. 2 (1996): 187-193.
3See Hubbard, “bX3,” NIDOTTE, 1:789-794. For various functions of the
term, see Christo, “The Eschatological Judgment in Job,” 137-143.
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grave1 or to mortal human beings.2 Moreover, the occurrence of the term I S P so
close to the adjective a,n (“alive,” “living”), which characterizes the Redeemer as a
living being, alludes to the resurrection.4 This view can be further substantiated by
the nature and function o f the verb

(“He will stand”), especially as it functions

parallel to "’Ft5 and clearly alludes to 14:12, where Job employs D ip’ in parallel to
(“they will awake”) in order to emphasize the eschatological event o f
resurrection. The presence o f both terms

and TI, the subject o f which is the

Redeemer, intensifies and reinforces the concept o f the resurrection even more.6
Furthermore, the adjective ]YinKl (“and at the end”) is derived from ”inK,
which means “behind,” or “afterwards.”7 Both in terms o f space and time, p'inK
can mean either “what immediately follows,” or to describe the general “beyond” or

!Job 7:2!; 17:16; 20:11; 21:26.
2Job 2:12; 4:19; 7:21; 10:9; 14:8,19; 16:15; 17:16. See Janzen, Job, 141.
3See ^ U ” BDB, 312; Clines, Job 1-20; 17:460.
4The foundation for this connection is found in Gen 2:7, when a man was
formed from the I DP o f the ground and Yahweh caused him »Tn (“to live”). See also
Isa 26:19; Dan 12:2."
5Bertrand Pryce, “The Resurrection Motif in Hosea 5:8-6:6” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Andrews University, 1989), 166.
6Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for Resurrection,” 232. See also Theodor H.
Gaster, “Resurrection,” The Interpreter's Dictionary o f the Bible, 4 vols., ed. George
Arthur Buttrick (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1962-1976), 4:39-43; William L.
Hendricks, “Resurrection,” Holman Bible Dictionary, ed. Trent C. Butler (Nashville,
TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 1991), 1178-1179.
7See Bill T. Arnold, “inK,” N1TDOTTE, 1:360-361; L. Harris, “lOK,”
TWOT, 1:33-34.
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“future,” and finally, even the limits o f space or the very end of time.1
According to Dahood, the word ]1“inK functions as a technical term for the
eschaton if it is qualified by an eschatological context.2 This is exactly the case in
vss. 25-27, which contain various elements o f death and resurrection, thus
demonstrating all the criteria for understanding it in an eschatological sense.
Job’s faith is in the eschaton. Even if he has to die and go down to Sheol and
become again the dust o f the earth, Job is confident in the eschatological resurrection,
as is seen from the discussed vocabulary.
By employing the expression “IQpJ "Hill “iniO (“and after my skin is
destroyed,” vs. 26), Job refers to his death and decay in the grave, which is contrasted
by the resurrection imagery, ni^K nm K n f c im (“that in [from] my flesh I will
see God”).3 Scholars are divided on how to understand vs. 26, especially concerning
the phrase

(“and in my flesh”), which is interpreted by many as “from the

grave, Job, a bodiless spirit, will witness the occasion when God appears before the
local assembly to verify Job’s innocence.”4 Such conclusions contradict the
immediate context and the nature and function of the employed terminology. For
example, the preposition ]Q can mean both “from” or “from the standpoint of,” and
*See “] t ™ , ” BDB, 31. A number o f references signify a meaning like “end”
or “last” part of a period. See 2 Sam 23:1; 2 Chr 9:29; 12:15; 16:11; 25:26, and 28:26.
Yahweh is “the first and the last” (Isa 41:4; 44:6; 48:12).
Dahood, Psalms 111, xlvii.
3Fof a detailed discussion on vs. 26 and its parallels in Job 10, see Doukhan,
“Radioscopy o f a Resurrection,” 190-192.
4For four major views concerning vs. 26, see Hartley, The Book o f Job, 295297.
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many examples of the latter can be found in the Hebrew Scripture.1 Literally the
expression 'HCBD means “from my flesh” and not “without my flesh.” It should be
noted that by their nature and function ‘’T’JJ'l (“my eyes,” vs. 27) not only forms an
inseparable part o f a physical body, but also serves as a parallel to

(“and in

my flesh,” vs. 26). Moreover, both phrases “and my eyes” and “in my flesh” have the
first-person suffix “my,” plus from both sides they are enclosed by the emphatic
\

pronoun **38 (“I”), which taken altogether imparts a tremendous structural and
thematic force to Job’s dynamic hope o f a new life in the resurrected body: I myself,
my flesh, I myself, my eyes.3
It should be noted that the descriptive elements o f a human body like “lil?
(“skin”), " m (“flesh”), rfiOSSJ (“bones”), and D’T a (“sinews,” 10:11; 19:20) find
their counterpart in the resurrection context in Ezek 37:3-10, where Ezekiel is an
eyewitness of a new creation.4 Consequently, the enhanced emphasis on various body
parts authenticates the restoration of the physical nature during the event o f the
resurrection which, on the one hand, means that Job envisioned death and the grave,
but on the other hand, this concrete description illustrates the fact that after the
resurrection the identity o f Job remains the same as before Ms death.5

JSee “]Q,” BDB, 577-583.
2Pope, Job, 139.
See Janzen, Job, 144.
4See Excursus 2.
5Samuel L. Terrien, Job: Poet o f Existence (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,
1957), 150,151.
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Finally, the force of Job’s conviction in the future resurrection is manifested by
the choice of the eschatological terminology, especially the verb HTH (“see,”
“behold”),1 which functions to express the vision o f God that every righteous person
«

a

"7

will have in the resurrection. Generally the words for “to see” are associated with the
words for waking. Some scholars would include in this category even those texts that
do not have the word “to see,” but which nevertheless imply it.4
Generally the verb HKl (“to see”) denotes the act o f “seeing,” “perceiving,”
“watching,” or “looking” with one’s own eyes.5 Job expresses his conviction that he
will live again by IX"!

1 (“my eyes will behold,” vs. 27), or will see again. There

is no such thing as seeing without awakening, for in sleep the eyes are closed, it is
dark, and one cannot see; however, in awakening the eyes open, it is light, and one can
see again.6 That is why in Scripture seeing is often paralleled with awakening. Note,
for example, the references in Pss 17:15 and 11:7:

•See “JITn,” BDB, 302.
T

T

2Robert D. Culver, “Tim.” TWOT, 1:274-277.
r

t

3Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for Resurrection,” 224. See, for example, Pss 17:15,
16:10, and 36:10.
4Dahood, Psalms III. xlix-lii; Pss 21:7; 27:4; 41:13; 61:8; 63:3; 140:14.
5Eve perceived that the fruit o f the tree was good (Gen 3:6). In Isa 53:11, HST
occurs without an object, and one can understand this to indicate simply that after the
suffering o f death (the grave, vs. 9), the Suffering Servant w ill see again, that is, his
eyes will be opened; see Dahood, Psalms III, xlix-lii.
6Sawyer, “Hebrew Words for Resurrection,” 222-224.
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TpB HTHK p T O m
I, I shall behold Your face in righteousness;

17:15

^mm i^prn rrotoK
I will be satisfied with Your likeness when I awake.
t r a s 3Trr -itzr
The upright will behold His face.
**T

v: V

T T

ii:7

The context in both Psalms is the threat of death at the hands o f the wicked. In
both contexts, the beholding is a reward in contrast to the fate of the wicked. On the
wicked, “God will rain fiery coals and burning sulfur” (11:6), and the men of this
world have their reward in this life (17:14). In this context the reward of the righteous
person is seeing God when he awakes at the resurrection (17:15).
In summary, by employing two synonymous verbs, HTn (occurs twice) and
H in , and in particular emphasizing his personal, by its nature physical, involvement,
namely, seeing with ’’jTJJI (“my eyes”) and then clarifying his assertion by adding
T T l6 ) (“and not another,” literally, “stranger”), Job demonstrates a powerful
conviction that he himself, in person, not a stranger, will see God in his new
resurrected body. Thus Job’s hope for the bodily resurrection is not focused on the
immortality of the soul or its continued existence in Sheol; instead it is rooted in
God’s wholistic creative power and is characterized by assurance and confidence that
looks forward to its fulfillment.
The theology which is delineated In this passage does not support the idea o f the
immortality o f the soul, since our text implies the presence o f the body, nor does it
support the idea o f an existential experience, since our text implies death through
the reference to dust. We find here, then, a clear expression o f the doctrine o f
resurrection as it will be later developed in “Paul’s famous discourse on the
topic in 1 Cor 15.”1
!Doukhan, “Radioscopy o f a Resurrection,” 193.
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Dan 12:2
It is significant to point out that the current passage, like all the others which
were discussed previously, has nothing to say about life for the corpse after death in
Sheol. It has nothing to say either about a shadowy and miserable existence of the
dead one’s spirit or soul or shades in the underworld. It has nothing to say about
Sheol as a place of retribution or punishment.
As was emphasized over and over again, the Hebrew Bible has much to say
about the alternative, which, instead of the existence of ghosts of the dead in Sheol,
focuses on a quite different concept and category of thought, namely, the authentic
bodily resurrection of the dead individuals from Sheol.1
Therefore, it is no wonder that almost the same cluster o f resurrection terms
that were discussed in Job 19:25-27 is also found in Dan 12:1-3. The very first
verse is introduced by the formulaic expression, lO nn HI)111 (“now at that time”),
which because of the specifics of its context demonstrates its “strongly eschatological
character.”2 Here the time formula emphasizes a direct relationship between time and
eschatological events that will radically change the entire flow o f the history of this
world.3 “That time” refers to PHS TO (“a time of distress”), which is specified as
ir o n n m
a •

-

j**

t

\ ~

rrrn o n r r n r i 6 n <mv ~ : (“such as never occurred since there
j

:

!*

t

:

:

■

!

'Michael S. Moore, “Resurrection and Immortality: Two Motifs Navigating
Confluent Theological Streams in the Old Testament (Dan 12:1-4),” IZ 39 (1983): 1734.
2Robert Andrew Anderson, Signs and Wonders: A Commentary on the Book o f
Daniel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 145.
3Anthony Tomassino, “D27,” NIDOTTE, 3:563-567.
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was a nation until that time”).1 It means that by its indescribable fury this
eschatological time of distress will surpass everything known and experienced in
human history. The text refers to multiple and simultaneous events, as at that time

biisn i m
who

^ib^n “rair (“will stand up Michael, the great Prince,” see 10:13),
in p n (“is standing up for the sons o f your people”).

Furthermore, the author provides not only a description o f the crucial and
final events,

ob fT ir n n r u n i (“and at that time your people will be

delivered,” see also 7:18,22, 27; 10:14), but also highlights the rationale for their
deliverance, n s o a in n s K sn a srb s (“everyone who is found written in the book,”

7:10).2
Though the subject o f the deliverance is clear, the construction of the last
statement puts a significant limitation on the number o f those who will be delivered.3
Consequently, this succinct overview o f vs. 1 not only is permeated with
eschatological overtones, but also is integrally related to the resurrection description
in vs. 2:

And many o f those who sleep

“jDHTlO-m
in the dusty earth will awake,
k- r

\ t t

-

t -

!For a detailed discussion on Dan 12:1-4 see Artur A. Stele, “Resurrection in
Daniel 12 and Its Contribution to the Theology of the Book of Daniel” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Andrews University, 1996), 95-100.
2Compare the following texts: Exod 32:32-33; Ps 69:28; Phil 4:3; Rev 3:5;
13:8; 20:15; 21:27; 22:19.
Rene Peter-Contesse and John Ellington, A Handbook on the Book o f Daniel
(New York: United Bible Societies, 1993), 323-324.
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ubis
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Some to everlasting life,

D^ijj m u b rris“ir6 n ^ io
Others to shame [and] everlasting contempt.
it

1

/

:

■ :

\

t

~ : **

v /*•
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Vs. 2 depicts two resurrections, one for the righteous, and the second for the
wicked. The phrase B3tSap in the expression

>•
□’’ST] (“and many of those who

sleep”) literally means “o f those sleeping” and refers to the dead.1 The imagery o f ]EP
(“sleep”), which as a figure of speech is frequently used to designate physical death, is
employed in a temporal sense; and as every sleep has its beginning and end, so it is
also true with death.2 The term ]CP functions as a euphemism for the state of death or
sleep in the grave, which in the context o f eschatological events emphasizes the
bodily resurrection. The term ]!2P has nothing to do here with the so-called
intermediate state, which later “came to be known as Purgatory, or place of
cleansing.”3
It is said that the dead sleep in IS S T fip ilt (“the dusty earth”), which, as

1Death is often compared with sleep: 1 Sam 28:15; Jer 51:39, 57: Job 3:13;
14:12; Isa 26:19; Pss 13:4; 90:5-6.
2For the discussion on the term ]2P see Stele, 109-111.
3Sutcliffe, The Old Testament and the Future Life, 124; Daniel Boyarin and
Seymour Siegel, “Resurrection, Rabbinic Period,” Encyclopaedia Judaica, 16 vols.
(Jerusalem: Macmillan Company, 1971), 14:98-101. Other related works are: Oscar
Cullman, Immortality o f the Soul or Resurrection o f the Dead? (London: Epworth,
1958); James Fyfe, The Hereafter: Sheol, Hades and Hell, the World to Come, and the
Scripture Doctrine o f Retribution According to Law (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark,
1890); William Hasker, God, Time, and Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1989); Martha Himmelfarb, Tours o f Hell: An Apocalyptic Form in Jewish and
Christian Literature (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); Adolphe Lods, La croyance a la
viefuture et le cult des morts dans I ’antiquite Israelite, 2 vols. (Paris: Librairie
Fishbacher, 1906).
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was repeatedly emphasized, points back to Gen 3:19 and functions as a synonym for
Sheol. The construct chain ID IT nO lK 1 literally means “the earth of dust” and is
associated with the imagery of burial in the grave.2 Since the plural noun

is in

a construct state, it specifies the dead as “sleepers o f the dusty earth,” which in fact
qualifies the dead as dust. Note in particular that the author does not allude to souls or
spirits o f the dead, which continue their miserable semi-conscious existence
somewhere in darkness, but to the dead in their graves.
The statement that IJTp’ (“they will awake”) definitely refers to the bodily
resurrection o f those who are to be delivered, and “not simply a renewal of the soul.”
Thus, the death and resurrection of an individual is designated by the imagery of
“sleep” and “awakening.” It should be recalled from the discussion on Job 19:25-27
that the verb *pp (“awake”)4 is associated with “seeing” and “light”5 Moreover, here
it is located next to the term D^n (lit., “lives”) in the phrase

’’T ib H^K<

(“these to everlasting life”), thus forming a strong eschatological resurrection imagery,
which at the same time highlights a clear life-and-death antithesis. The negative
consequences o f the resurrection event are described in the parallel phrase, which
refers to those who lived without God,

p K p lb rrisn n b H^K) (“and those

!Yitshak Avishur, “Pairs o f Synonymous Words in the Construct State (and in
Appositionai Hendiadys) in Biblical Hebrew,” Semitics 2 (1971-72): 17-81.
2For a detailed analysis of the phrase nDJTnO"lX see Stele, “Resurrection in
Daniel 12 ” 111-115.
3Gleason L. Archer, “Daniel,” EBC, 7:152.
4See “f f , ” BDB, 886. Also Stele, “Resurrection in Daniel 12,” 115-123.
Especially see Isa 26:19, which contains the same cluster o f the resurrection
terms as Job 19:25-27.
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to shame [and] everlasting contempt”). People die individually, but the resurrection of
the dead is represented as an eschatological event of a corporate nature.
Furthermore, Dan 12:13 employs an almost identical death-and-resurrection
imagery that is characteristic for the resurrection passages.1 The introductory phrase
f g b r\b nnK] (“but you, go on to the end”) means “to the end of your life,” thus
referring to the cessation of his earthly existence. The nature of Daniel’s death is
clearly specified as that o f rest, n^JTH (“and you will rest”), where the Qal verb FTO
(“rest”) functions as a synonym o f ]12p (compare with Job 3:13,17, 26). Again, there
is no hint that Daniel’s soul or spirit would leave his body after death in order to
continue its survival in the underworld.
Not only is the imagery o f death very concrete, but it is also followed by the
figure of speech for the final resurrection, ID Prn (“and you will stand”), which is
further clarified by the phrase, pQ*n pp*? (“at the end of the days”). The technical
term for resurrection 1QJ7 (“stand”) functions as a synonym o f Dip (“stand,” “arise”)
and that is why its employment here emphasizes a particular purpose, which will be
carried out pO*n pp*?.2 The term pp (“end”) signifies the eschaton3 or the end
time of human history,4 which will culminate in the bodily resurrection o f the
'For an excellent and elaborate exegesis o f Dan 12:13 see Stele, “Resurrection
in Daniel 12,” 155-213.
2Of eight occurrences o f the noun p p (“end”) with the definite article, only two
have prefixed the preposition b, namely, Dan 12:13 and Hab 2:3. See Shemaryahu
Talmon, “p p ,” TDOT, 13:78-86. See also Gerhard Pfandl, “The Latter Days and the
Time of the End in the Book o f Daniel” (Ph.D. dissertation, Andrews University,
1990).
3Dan 8:17, 19; 11:40; 12:4,6.
4See Andrew E. Hill and Gordon H. Matties, “p p ,” NIDOTTE, 3:955.
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dead from Sheol.1
In conclusion, as is seen from various texts, the consistent scriptural
perspective of the bodily resurrection of the dead is both absolutely different from and
incompatible with the popular belief in the immortality of soul or its existence in the
underworld, which in turn is interlocked with the misinterpretation o f the nature,
function, and purpose o f the proper noun Sheol. Indeed, human death with all its
implications, the concept of soul and the nature of Sheol, and any other related
theological teaching can be understood and accordingly appreciated only against the
scriptural focus on the new creation, which among other things implies the bodily
resurrection from the dead.

!Moore, “Resurrection and Immortality,” 17-34; Lewis Bayles Paton,
“Immortality in the Hebrew Religion,” in Religion and the Future Life, ed. Hershey
Sneath (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1922), 141-163; Eric C. Rust, “The Destiny of
the Individual in the Thought o f the Old Testament,” RevExp 58 (1961): 296-311;
also Robert W. Landis, The Doctrine o f Resurrection o f the Body Asserted and
Defended (Philadelphia, PA: Perkins & Purves, 1846); C. Ryder Smith, The Bible
Doctrine o f the Hereafter (London: Epworth, 1958); Thomas Forsyth Torrance,
Space, Time and Resurrection (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976); Isaac Watts, The
World to Come: or, Discourses on the Joys and Sorrows o f Departed Souls at Death
and the Glory or Terror o f the Resurrection (England, Leeds: Davies & Booth, 1918).
Especially insightful and useful research on Dan 12 is done by Stele,
“Resurrection in Daniel 12 and Its Contribution to the Theology o f the Book of
Daniel”; see also Pablo S. David, “Daniel 12:1-4: Towards a Critical Study on the Old
Testament Motif o f Resurrection and Afterlife” (Unpublished thesis, Katholieke
Universiteit Leuven, 1988); Milton McC. Gatch, Death: Meaning and Mortality in
Christian Thought and Contemporary Culture (New York: Seabury Press, 1969);
Josef Finkenzeller, “Resurrection o f the Dead,” in Handbook o f Catholic Theology,
ed. Wolfgang Beinert and Francis Schussler Florenza (New York: Crossroad, 1995),
595-598; Walther Zimmerli, Man and His Hope in the Old Testament, Studies in
Biblical Theology, 20 (Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson, 1968); Ovid R. Sellers,
“Israelite Belief in Immortality,” The Biblical Archaelogist 8 (1945): 1-16; Slmcha
Paul Raphael, Jewish Views o f the Afterlife (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1994).
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CHAPTERS

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

biNC and Interrelated Terminology
It is not the purpose of this chapter to replicate in detail all the results that were
obtained during the systematic and quite extensive exegetical investigation of the term
Sheol in the Torah, Prophets, and Writings, and can be found in their proper contexts
in the corresponding exegetical sections. Consequently, except for a few specific
items, this chapter will focus only on the most important conclusions and insights.
As was seen from the process o f the current exegesis, the term Sheol does not
function in a vacuum, and that is why there is no need to characterize it as an
independent or isolated concept. One way to detect the nature, function, and purpose
of the word Sheol is by its interrelatedness and interconnections with other terms,
which because o f their intrinsic and extrinsic features, in one way or other, activate,
modify, or describe the intention of the term under scrutiny.
Repeatedly drawn conclusions that the term Sheol functions as a poetic
synonym of the grave were reached by taking into consideration its various degrees of
interrelation with other death-related terminology and the strength of their links. In
order to determine the interconnections or interdependence o f the term Sheol with its
counterparts, where one concept inevitably influences and illuminates another, thus

582
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creating an organic system of terminological interdependence, it is extremely
important to focus also on the context and nature of the current investigation. This
terminological interrelationship of and to the term Sheol can be expressed by a relation
of “is” and “has.”1
One o f the terms which directly interacts with and characterizes the word
Sheol is the masculine noun "HS (“the pit”).2 It is interesting to note that in the
Hebrew Scriptures the word “112 sometimes occurs without the definite article,
•5

especially in such formulas as 112 ’’“TIT (“those going down to the pit”). Thus,
functioning as a proper noun, it creates a specific mental image, which focuses on its
innate spatial aspects and at the same time, by transferring its basic meaning, the noun
"li2 explicates Sheol. For example, Isa 38:18 contains three words which are
interrelated by their semantic associations, namely, the term 113, operates in a direct
parallelism with Sheol and with DID (“death”), which means that in this case the
nature and function of Sheol are characterized by the specific qualitative features of
113 and DID.4 Although 133 may have various meanings and can function in literal
and metaphorical ways, depending on the context and interconnections, the word not
only does not imply in itself the concept of “bottomless pit,” but in the whole Hebrew

!See Allan M. Collins and M. Ross Quillian, “Retrieval Time from Semantic
Memory,” Journal o f Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior 8 (1969): 240-247;
Richard E. Grandy, “In Defense o f Semantic Fields,” in New Directions in Semantics,
ed. Ernest LePore (London: Academic Press, 1987), 259-280.
2See table 6. In order to avoid unnecessary repetitions o f the vocabulary
already discussed, only a few major terms will be mentioned here.
3See table 9.
4See also Isa 14:15; 38:18; Ezek 31:16; Pss 30:4; 88:4,5; Prov 1:12.
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Bible no allusion can be found that the noun functions as an “opening” or “door”
leading to Sheol. To argue that the word “TO refers to such an idea means to alter its
basic meaning or to transfer it from another concept or category and impose it on the
noun “pit.”
Furthermore, the constructions DPFinF) "TO (“the lowest pit,” Ps 88:7; Lam
3:55), n m m f'lK (“the lowest earth” or “the earth below,” Ezek 26:20; 32:18, 24),
and

rrnnn

(“Sheol below,” Deut 32:22) form direct parallel links and

interrelated associations of the place o f the dead. In the paradigm of 113, |H X , and
all three locations are interconnected by the same modifier "’Finn (“lower,”
“below”) and qualitatively common associations, which as an organic whole refers to
one and the same place, the grave.
It is also necessary to refer briefly to an important function o f the verb *TT
(“go down”) in such stereotyped formulas as, liTO’TOT (“those who go down to the
pit,” Isa 38:18), “131? ’’TIT’ (“those who go down to the dust,” Ps 22:30) and |H X n
(“the earth,” Jonah 2:7), H31*1 ‘H 'T (“those who go down to silence,” Ps 115:17),
n n d DTOO (“from going down to the pit,” Job 33:24), and ^IK© TOT (“he who
goes down to Sheol,” Job 7:9; Ps 55:16). It is clear that the verb *TT exposes double
or joint significations, because T T not only features movement and direction,
implying the time element (past, present, or future), but also is interconnected with the
nouns, which Interact among themselves through their common semantic features.
This direct interrelatedness between “113, "131?, JHX, nfTO, HOT!, and

which

is expressed by the particular functions of their nature and character, demonstrates not

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

585
only the fact that all these nouns belong to the same category or class,1but also
exposes a distinctive analogy to the grave, and not various regions in Sheol or six
different locations where the dead could be buried.
Another related term, which is a synonym o fT S , is the word nnffi (“pit”);
however, by its characterization it exposes the connotations of corruption and
destruction and also functionally it is equivalent to Sheol. For example, in Ps 16:10

nntf is equal to bifflti, but in Ps 7:16 it is in parallel with *112, whereas in Ps 30:10
nn© is directly interrelated with "1317 (“dust,” see also Isa 38:17; Ps 55:24; Job
33:24). In Job 17:13-14 the cause and effect, similarity, and space factors form
strong interconnections between b ix w , n m , and n a n (“worm,” also Isa 14:11).
Again, each term o f this cluster indicates some nuances which complement the
purpose and the meaning o f the term Sheol, including its various implications as the
place o f the dead.
Moreover, the explicitly strong relationship between SiX© and m C as
synonymous terms is also established by means o f their common verbal significations.
For instance, “to go down” or “to cause to go down” to IT te is expressed by the verb
"IT in Ps 30:10 and Ezek 28:8, whereas the term HK1, meaning “to see or
experience” n n $ , is found in Pss 16:10 and 49:10. In Isa 51:14 the verb JTQ (“to
die”) refers to dying in nnEi, but in Job 33:22 T i p (‘ho draw near”) relates to the pit
1

*

It is significant to note that the absence o f the article implies “the class to
which the referent belongs, its quality and character,” while “the definite article refers
to identity, specifity, or particularity. See Waltke, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew
Syntax, 13:2, p. 236-237.
See tables 9 and 10, including the corresponding discussions on the terms.
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as ‘‘drawing near” to it.
There is another cluster o f synonymous verbs which describes the rescue from
Fin®, as in Job 33:30, where the verb 2 W points to “returning” or “bringing one
back” from the pit. In order to describe his salvation HH0D (“from the pit”), Jonah
employs the term Flb$ (“to go up,” “bring up,” see 2:7), and whereas Ps 103:4 uses
the verb

(“to redeem”), Job 33:28 interlinks fYt© with the verb H IS (“to

ransom,” “rescue”).1 These verbs not only reflect a naturally integrated interrelation
o flin tf with biW p, but also combined with other firmly established characteristics
and associations form an analogous imagery o f the grave.
Finally, there are three more important terms, HD1K (“ground”),“121? (“dust”),
and |H X (“earth”), which are used interchangeably not only as interrelated
representations of the place o f the dead, but also as a paradigm or prototype,
describing and exposing the fundamentally intrinsic nature o f the term Sheol. The fact
that these words have powerfully strong links with the term Sheol is revealed both by
the concrete context in which the terms operate and also by their functional
interrelations and interdependence.
For example, in Dan 12:2 the compound structure “)DP"nD“!X (“soil/ground
of dust” or “dusty soil”)2 contains the affirmation about the subject term o f a
preposition where both signify the same thing, namely, Sheol, the grave.
!For other verbs associated withfYTO, see Job 33:18; Pss 35:7 and 94:13.
2Notice the structure o f the construct chain: it is not riD Y K m D SJ, which
would denote “the dust o f the ground,” but rather lD |T n O a’fX, that basically means
“soil o f dust” or just “dusty soil.’ See Waltke, 9.5.3d (p. 151) where the author refers
to the “genitive of material” which indicates material o f which something is made or
with which it is filled, namely, the word in the construct is made o f the material
specified by the word in the absolute.
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The conclusion that IS lT n D lK designates Sheol can be strengthened and clearly
established by means o f the two verbs, which are opposite in their nature, character,
and function, namely, one verb characterizes the state of the dead as sleep,

(“o f

(“they will awake”),

those sleeping”), and the other is the word o f resurrection,

both o f which interlock the whole phrase. The direct intertextual connection of Dan
12:2 with n 01K rr]D "1257 (“from the dust of the ground” or “dust from the
ground”) in Gen 2:7, and with the identical representations o f Gen 3:19, n o ix r r b x
(“to the ground”),

(“for dust”) and

(“to dust”), is unmistakable, as it

signifies both the material from which man was formed and the place of his return.
The imagery of the returning place as Sheol is further determined by the directional
preposition % and the function of the verb 2TOP) (“you will return”), where every
lexical element influences each other towards the same representation, thus
unmistakably characterizing and strengthening the idea of the grave as the place of
rim X and "1257.
T

T

There is also a direct interrelatedness o f the term
and Ps 30:10; and in Ezek 31:14,16, 18

is linked with

:

with "1217 in Job 17:16
t

t

(Ezek 26:20).* In

Job 21:26 I B S is represented as the grave through concise but precise references to
those who 3D© (“lie down”) and HST (“worm”) that H 03 (“covers”) them. The
imagery o f the grave is further represented by joint significations o f 'IBS and
(“Your dead”) and ^ 3 3 (“my corpse”),

(“earth”) and

(“Rephaim,”

“the dead”),2 which is further intensified by a punctuated vocabulary of the
resurrection (Isa 26:19).
‘See Exod 15:12; Num 16:30, 32; 26:10,11; Deut 11:6; Ps 106:17.
2See also Isa 29:4; Pss 7:6; 22:30; 44:26; Job 21:26.
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As is seen from the brief analysis o f the term Sheol and its interrelated
terminology, it is clear that by employing the word Sheol the writers viewed the grave
in its established sense as the place of the dead.1 It should also be reemphasized that
there are neither isolated nor interrelated connections in the Hebrew Scriptures, which
would allude to or signify Sheol as the location of punishment or the place o f the
continued existence of a bodiless soul. The fact that the much-debated Sheol is devoid
of such a meaning, and all ensuing implications, is established by means of the
indicated associations o f the term Sheol with the interrelated terminology, including
various cross-interconnections and links, which can represent and signify only the
grave as the place of the dead and nothing more.

Nature of SiKEi
The exegetical investigation of all sixty-six references to the term Sheol
demonstrates that it is scattered throughout the Torah, Prophets, and Writings. The
word Sheol occurs both in narrative and mostly in poetical contexts, which often
demonstrate highly emotional and personal reactions to concrete life-threatening or
otherwise agonizing situations (Gen 37:35; Ps 18:5).

!In Jonah 2:3 the term Sheol is used in a general sense as the place of death.
2There are numerous terms which directly relate, in one way or another, to the
term Sheol as the poetic designation o f the grave. The other related terminology
includes various words for the dead and diverse descriptive elements of Sheol, which,
if space and time afforded, could be summarized according to the above pattern o f the
terminological interrelatedness and interdependence. Concerning the vocabulary
omitted in this section, see the corresponding exegetical sections. For general
information on some o f the related terms, see Sidney Jellicoe, “Hebrew-Greek
Equivalents for the Nether World, Its Milieu and Inhabitants, in the Old Testament,”
in Textus: Annual o f the Hebrew University Bible Project, 8 (Jerusalem: Magnes,
1973), 1-19.
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However, a special note should be made concerning such extremely figurative
and concentrated passages as Isa 14, Ezek 31, 32, etc., that the key to understanding
the nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol is not so much identifiable by the
employed vocabulary itself, but by the entire context In other words, within the
highly metaphorical setting where the unanimated things are personified, the specific
terminology and imagery propose a concrete idea, which is not literal or characteristic
to the language itself, but illustrates a different thought. Thus, the purpose of the
metaphorical language in Isa 14 and Ezek 31, 32 is to communicate the main point,
which is represented in a most convincing way by the portrayal of a total destruction
o f Yahweh’s enemies, because “the metaphor’s function is to be communicative.”1
Consequently, after systematic and comprehensive study of the term Sheol in
various contexts, the culminating question should be asked: What is

him in the

Hebrew Scripture or what is its nature?2 The answer to this question can be
formulated by the condensed summary, which expresses not only the essence o f the
term Sheol, but also is in harmony with the anthropological and theological insights o f
the Torah, Prophets, and Writings. In brief, by its nature the term Sheol demonstrates
the qualities that are diametrically opposite to any life form and therefore functions as
the grave or an antithesis o f everything that can be termed as being, life, or existence.
The numerous interrelated and interacting terms for death, dying, the dead
bodies, and the place o f the dead, lead to totality, which not only associates Sheol with
1Kirsten Nielsen, “The Use o f Imagery in the Old Testament,” in There Is
Hope for the Tree: The Tree as Metaphor in Isaiah, ISOTSup 65 (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1985), 25-67, especially 31.
2For detailed summaries on the nature o f the term Sheol see Excursus 1,2, and
3 at the end of the corresponding chapters.
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the grave in its general sense,1but also helps to define its nature. For example, the
recurrence of the key verb “IT (“to go down”), which refers to dying and at the same
time specifies direction, including other synonymous and interrelated terms,2
convincingly demonstrates that the location o f Sheol or its position in space is below
the earth (Gen 37:35; 1 Sam 2:6). It should be recalled that the formula

nisrinn |H K 2 (“in the earth below,” Ezek 26:20), including its variations, “means
no more than a place below ground where the dead are buried.”3 Consequently, the
location of Sheol, as the place o f the dead, is in perfect agreement with its nature.
There would be no Sheol without such inseparably interrelated physical
constituents, which represent the core and essence of the place o f the dead, as the
corpse (Job 17:16) and dust (Isa 26:19, Dan 12:2, etc.). In the Hebrew Scriptures the
nature of Sheol is also characterized by such fundamentally intrinsic and destructive
elements as worms and maggots (Isa 14:11; Job 17:16), which in combination with the
corpse function as an essential feature that can correspond only to the qualifications of
the grave. This correspondence or interconnectedness focuses not only on one point,
representing the dead body covered by worms that are feeding on it, but also interacts
with “darkness” (1 Sam 2:9; Job 17:13; Ps 88:7,13), with “a land o f darkness” and
“shadow of death” (Job 10:21,22), “silence” (Pss 94:17; 115:17), and “destruction”
(Job 28:22,26:6; Ps 88:12).

‘Though one may argue concerning the exact terminology whether Sheol
should be designated as “the grave” or “the domain of the dead,” the essence remains
the same.
2See table 2.
3Youngblood, T in n ,” TWOT, 2:967-269.
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In anthropological sense the term Sheol is exclusively interlocked with death
and the dead, but never once is it associated with the existence o f the dead person’s
soul or spirit in the so-called underworld. This is apparent from the fact that at death
the spirit of life returns back to Yahweh (Qoh 12:7), but the dead body goes down to
Sheol to return to the dust o f the earth (Gen 3:19). Consequently, the process of
“returning” not only excludes any possibility o f an independent self-existence of the
soul in Sheol, but also makes it absolutely impossible in terms of contacting with the
living ones. Since at death the “soul” ceases to exist, any life-related activity, whether
physical, mental, or spiritual, comes to an end, for “there is no work, or thought, or
knowledge, or wisdom in Sheol” (Qoh 9:10), the dead “cannot hope” (Isa 38:18),
“there is no remembrance” (Ps 6:6), and the dead “do not come up” from Sheol (Job
7:9). In other words, Sheol is the place o f the dead, the place of decay, and
destruction, where the process of the reversal o f the creation is completed till it
reaches the precreation stage (Gen 2:7; Job 10:9).
According to the theological pattern o f the Hebrew Bible, the nature of Sheol
can be formulated as vulnerable and as being under the absolute control o f Yahweh.
The conceptual characteristics and the interrelatedness between Yahweh and Sheol are
demonstrated by the fact that the grave provides no place o f escape from Him (Amos
9:2; Ps 139:8), “Sheol is naked” and “Abaddon has no covering” before God (Job
26:6) as both “lie open” before Him (Prov 15:11). Yahweh’s omnipotence is also
revealed by His unrestricted freedom to set Sheol on fire (Deut 32:22), to bring down
to Sheol or to resurrect the dead (Num 16:33; 1 Sam 2:6; Job 14:13; Dan 12:2, etc.), or
to do whatever He wishes (Isa 7:11).
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Function of biXC
The direct interrelatedness of the nature, function, and purpose dimensions is
defined by the common terminology that interacts, overlaps, and interconnects all the
three dimensions in one whole, which at the same time not only allows each separate
facet to exert a strong influence on the other two, but also makes it possible to
investigate each part individually. The purpose of the second dimension of this threefaceted structure is to summarize the factual functions o f the term Sheol, which were
already identified in the previous chapters. Consequently, the focus o f the basic
question to be asked centers on How does the term Sheol function in the Hebrew
Scriptures?1
By using a highly metaphorical language, especially the elements o f
personification, the biblical writers emphasize one of the most significant functions of
the term Sheol, which is inseparable from its deadly nature and purpose: Sheol is the
great leveler o f all people. For instance, as “Sheol has enlarged its throat” (Isa 5:14)
no one “can escape the hand o f Sheol” (Ps 89:49), neither kings, counselors, princes,
nor small or great (Job 3:13-19).2 Isaiah entwines the threefold repetition of
Sheol in his sarcastic lament, which mocks the dead oppressor (Isa 14:9, 11,15),
whereas Ezekiel emphasizes the same point, which in the context o f the taunt,
accusation, judgment, and punitive elements, depicts the leaders o f various nations

!For detailed summaries on the function o f the term Sheol, see the
corresponding chapters.
For more information on the mentioned texts, see the related exegesis
sections.
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together with their armies as lying in their graves (Ezek 32:21, 27; also 31:15,16,17,
etc).1
It should be particularly emphasized that the interrelated terminology of death,
the place o f the dead, and the dead, which is employed in the above references,
including their specific contexts, refers exclusively to physical death o f the whole
human being, and does not imply the popular idea o f the after-death existence in Sheol
in any of its forms. Besides, the popular idea that Isaiah and Ezekiel describe some
shadowy existence and social hierarchical distinctions in Sheol cannot be supported,
since the main point o f these texts is to emphasize the common lot in death and
equality in the place of the dead, and does not imply a continued after-death order of
their rank. These passages point out the differences in life and the equivalence in
death, but nothing more.
Another popular view that associates Sheol as exclusively reserved only for the
wicked (Num 16:30, 33; Isa 5:14; Pss 31:18, 49:15) or that there are no passages in
which the righteous would visualize their death in Sheol, contradicts the statements of
Jacob (whose experience is described in Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29; 44:31), Hezekiah
(Isa 38:10), Jonah (Jonah 2:3), Job (Job 14:13; 17:13,16), the Psalmists (Pss 88:4;
116:3), and others.

A cosmological pattern in the use o f the term Sheol is revealed in Isa 7:11,
Amos 9:2, and Ps 139:8, where the term functions as merism or the opposite extreme
to heavens. Technically the distinction between the two concepts represents a spatial
contrast or a death-and-life antithesis that finds its expression in theological contexts.
Rosenberg insists on constant separation o f the term “grave” and Sheol. See
Rosenberg, “The Concept o f Biblical Sheol,” 70-71,163-164.
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There is another set of verses in which the function o f the term Sheol is to
represent a specific anthropological dimension, which, instead of affirming one’s
after-death existence in the grave, makes a strong and convincing case against it. The
support for this argument is seen in the intrinsic and extrinsic meaning of the
employed terminology, their direct interconnections with Sheol, and the directly
applied characterizations o f the dead body, which refer to the process o f complete
disintegration as depicted in Isa 14:11,38:18, Job 17:13-16, and Qoh 9:10.
It should also be noted that as the result of the distinctive and comparative
function o f the destructive nature and purpose of the term Sheol, which draws parallels
with that o f human thoughts and deeds, including Sheol’s directly interrelated
terminology (death, the pit, Abaddon, etc.), the author o f Proverbs is able to employ
the death-and-grave imagery in a strongly emphatic way. Consequently, the
interconnectedness and application o f the basic aspects of Sheol to the central
characters, which are portrayed in specific life situations that serve to educate and
instruct, lead to a highly charged moral tension between the ways o f the wicked and
the righteous. Thus this comparative function not only posits similarities between
Sheol and human beings, but also results in unmasking the evil nature o f sinners
(Prov 1:12,16-18) and the adulterous and destructive course of “the strange woman”
(Prov 5:5; 7:27; 9:18), emphasizes the necessity to discipline a youth in order to
protect him from death and Sheol (Prov 23:14), and depicts human greed as an
extremely destructive force (Prov 27:20; 30:16; also Hab 2:5).
Finally, as death and Sheol have full control over every human being, so the
Creator has full dominion over Sheol and the dead in it (Isa 7:11, Amos 9:2; Ps 139:8),
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which means that Sheoi does not function as an independent or isolated entity, but is
subjected to Yahweh. Another important aspect o f the theological function finds its
expression in death (Isa 14:11; 14:15) and the resurrection experiences (1 Sam 2:6;
Hos 13:14), where the latter are different from and irreconcilable with the popular
belief in a bodiless existence of the immortal soul.

Purpose of biKO
It would be correct to assert that, depending on the degree and strength with
other interrelated terminology, the employment o f the term Sheol in various contexts
and situations leads to a quite comprehensive exposition of its intrinsic nature and
basic functions. However, the question why the term blX© is employed in the
Hebrew Scriptures includes more than that, for it is meant to convey knowledge which
in its intent goes far beyond being merely informative, as it contains direct
anthropological and theological implications.1 To put it another way, it is highly
important to recognize these specific features, because they help to identify the
intentions o f various writers concerning the employment and purpose o f the term
Sheol in the Hebrew Scriptures.
The current exegetical investigation of the term Sheol in the Hebrew Scriptures
comes to the conclusion that the primary aim of its usages is not theoretical or
philosophical, but experiential (Gen 37:35; Pss 18:6; 88:4), instructional (Num 16:30,
33; Prov 1:12; 5:5), and doxological (Deut 32:22; Job 11:6; 26:6; Ps 139:8), although
often these dimensions may overlap each other.

’For detailed summaries on the purpose o f Sheol, see the corresponding
chapters.
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In the experiential dimension, the unalterable fact that life ends with death is
inseparable from its practical implications and purpose, which serve to remind that
every human being is mortal (Ps 88:49). In spite of both their moral grounds (Gen
37:35; Num 16:30, 33) and social ranks (Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27), death
operates on all levels as the great equalizer of all people, thus representing one o f the
most clearly defined aspects o f the term Sheol in the experiential field. Though
scholars often complain that the term Sheol contains only a few descriptive details, it
is enough with the above references to come to the conclusion that such concepts as
“death,” “soul,” and Sheol did not create any theological or anthropological problem
for biblical writers, and should not for us.
Another aspect o f the experiential dimension refers to the “cords of Sheol,”
“snares o f death, “the waves of death” and “the torrents of perdition,” which by the
function o f their nature and purpose are intertextually interrelated and as synonymous
vehicles create the uttermost intense imagery o f one’s agony (2 Sam 22:6; Isa 38:10;
Jonah 2:2; Pss 18:6; 116:3). In other words, the situation is so dangerous and the
distress of the imminent mortal dangers is so overwhelming that the sufferer feels as if
he is already in the grave. In these experiential contexts the authors have in mind only
death and the grave and have nothing to do with a shadowy underground region, or the
continued existence of the disembodied souls.
The purpose o f the instructional dimension is to warn, instruct, and educate.
For instance, the employment o f the term Sheol in Num 16:30,33 not only serves as a
paradigm of the execution o f Yahweh’s judgment over those who rebel against Him
and His people, but also constitutes a direct warning to the living (also Ezek 31 and
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32), whereas in the book of Proverbs the word Sheol is purposefully emphasized in
specific instructional contexts. When the focus is on such particularly selected
subjects as “the bloodthirsty sinners” (Prov 1:12) or “the strange woman” (Prov 2:1619; 5:5; 7:27; 9:18), the intentional reference to Sheol, including its interrelated death
terminology, results in clarification o f the facts, teaching o f the path o f life (Prov
15:24), and providing a distinct warning concerning various hidden dangers. Other
references in this category point out that a wise corporal discipline will save a youth
from Sheol (Prov 23:24), whereas Prov 27:20 uses the term Sheol to characterize the
nature of human greediness, or conversely, the power of true love (Song o f Songs 8:6).
It the doxological dimension Yahweh is represented as the Judge or the One
who is omnipresent (Ps 139:8) or omniscient (Job 11:8), and the purpose o f Sheol in
the Hebrew Scriptures inevitably has to deal with the temporary character of the grave
and the dead in it. Yahweh not only exposes the disobedience o f His people, but also
demonstrates His sovereignty injudicial acts o f indictment and judgment, as in the
case o f Korah and his followers (Num 16:30, 33), His people (Deut 32:22; Isa 5:14;
28:18), or His enemies (Isa 14:9, 11, 15; Ezek 31:15, 16,17; 32:21:27). The absolute
control of Yahweh over Sheol and death is especially emphasized in Isa 7:11, Job
26:6, Prov 15:11, Amos 9:2, etc., and at the same time is interconnected with the
notion of redemption (Ps 49:16) or the bodily resurrection (1 Sam 2:6; Hos 13:14). In
other words, it means that the power o f death and Sheol is restricted.
The synthesis o f the basic information concerning the nature, function, and
purpose o f the term Sheol in the Torah, Prophets, and Writings in one wholly
crystallized entity shows that Sheol is the place o f the dead with no existence. Indeed,
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the major purpose o f the employment of the term Sheol is to demonstrate as clearly
and persuasively as possible the fact that humans are only mortal beings, and this is
reflected by such a vitally important anthropological aspect as the state of the dead.
It is almost impossible to imagine how such explicit statements concerning
Sheol—which is characterized as the place o f “maggots,” “worms” (Isa 14:11), and
darkness (Job 3:4,5; 17:13), which “cannot thank You,” “cannot praise You” and
“cannot hope” (Isa 38:18; Pss 30:10; 88:11), where the dead “lie still, the
uncircumcised, killed by the sword” (Ezek 32:21), and “kings and counselors,”
“princes,” “prisoners,” “slave driver,” “the small and the great are there” (Job 3:1119), where is “no remembrance o f You” (Ps 6:6), as the dead are “lying down,”
“quiet,” “asleep,” “at rest” (Job 3:13), and “there is no work, or thought, or
knowledge, or wisdom in Sheol” (Qoh 9:10), where “the dead do not praise Yahweh”
(Ps 115:17), because “his breath goes forth, he returns to his earth; in that very day his
thoughts perish” (Ps 146:4)—can be so blatantly misunderstood as to regard Sheol as
the place of conscious existence of the disembodied human spirits and souls, which by
itself is a misinterpreted and dangerously deceptive view. Sheol means no more than
the place of the dead or simply the grave in general, where the dead bodies or corpses
return to become the dust of the earth (Gen 2:7; 3:19). On the other hand, the fact that
not even one o f the sixty-six references to the term Sheol contains any indication that
Yahweh would somehow try to communicate with the dead is strikingly clear and does
not need to be commented on.
Finally, it should also be noted that the theological emphasis overlaps the
experiential and doxological dimensions in those Sheol passages where the focus falls
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on Yahweh as the source of life and restoration. For example, in 1 Sam 2:6 Yahweh is
represented as the One who can take away the breath o f life, bring a person down to
Sheol, and then raise up from it, whereas in Num 16:30, 33 Yahweh’s sovereignty is
characterized by the function o f the Judge,1 but in Hos 13:14 He is the Author o f the
bodily resurrection, transformation, and immortality.

Classification of the Term SiXC
As was seen from this study, the term Sheol is used in a wide variety of
contexts, with related but sometimes distinct meanings or connotations. On the one
hand, understanding the classification o f the term Sheol in different types o f contexts
and their relationship to one another on different levels o f thematic recurrence is
crucially important, as it helps to determine the focal emphasis o f the term in each
related case. On the other hand, such classification is achieved with some difficulty.
Since the context may involve numerous connoted and denoted ideas,2 there is some
ambiguity as to which of its diverse features functions as the focal point and primary
emphasis o f the term under discussion. Despite the problem o f ambiguity with regard
to the specific nuances of the context, a tentative classification o f the usages of Sheol
in the Hebrew Scriptures is attempted in this section.
Table 19 represents a tentative attempt to systematize different Sheol
According to Johnston, “Old Testament eschatology has no concept of
judgment after death. Nor does it comment on the punishment or destruction of the
wicked.” Johnston, Shades o f Sheol, 237. On the contrary, see such Old Testament
references as Gen 6:7; 7:4; 19:24-29; Deut 29:23; Ps 1:4; 2:9; 37:20; 58:8; 73:19; Isa
1:31; 66:16-24; Ezek 39:9-22; Dan 12:2; Zeph 1:14-18; Jer 49:18; 50:40; Mai 4:3, etc.
2The word “context” may refer not only to the text or a nonlinguistic situation,
setting, or background, but also to the information contained in the text or situation, to
some specific term or phrase, to some subject, entity, or topic o f interest, etc.
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references according to their particular contexts, including their miscellaneous but
interrelated dynamic connotations and emotional associations, which, as employed by
various Hebrew authors, highlight some specific qualitative aspects o f the term.

TABLE 19
CLASSIFICATION OF THE TERM
ACCORDING TO
ITS PRIMARY EMPHASIS IN VARIOUS CONTEXTS

No
1

2

Emphasis On
Grave as the Place of the Dead:
a) In general sense
b) Its power
c) Place o f no existence
Grave as Destiny:
a) Of all people
b) Of the righteous
c) Of the wicked

3

Deliverance from Grave:
a) Rescue

References

Occu
rences

1 Sam 2:6; Isa 57:9
2 Sam 22:6; Pss 18:6; 116:3
Isa 38:18; Ps 6:6; Job 7:9; (Qoh 9:10)

2
3
3

Ps 89:49; Qoh 9:10
Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,31; Isa 38:10;
Ps 88:4; Job 17:13, 16
Num 16:30, 33; 1 Kgs 2:6,9; Isa 5:14;
14:9,11,15; 28:15,18; Ezek 31:15, 16,
17; 32:21,27; Pss 9:18; 31:18; 49:15
(2x); 55:16; 141:7; Job 21:13; 24:19;
(Prov 1:12); 5:5; 7:27; 9:18

2

26

(1 Sam 2:6); Hos 13:14 (2x); Jonah 2:3
Pss 30:4; 49:16; 86:13
Ps 16:10; Prov 23:14
Prov 15:24

6
2
1

8

b) Protection
c) Avoidance
4 Grave Personified:
Hab 2:5; Prov 1:12
2
a) Deadly
1
b) Destructive
Prov 30:16
2
Prov 27:20; Cant 8:6
c) Uncompromising
Deut 32:22; Isa 7:11; Amos 9:2;
5 Grave as Cosmological
5
Ps 139:8; Job 11:8
Extremity:
1
Job 14:13
6 Grave as Temporary Refuge:
2
Job 26:6; Prov 15:11
7 Grave as Defenseless Place:
Source: The basic structural idea for this table is borrowed in part from PMlip S.
Johnston, Shades o f Sheol: Death and Afterlife in the Old Testament (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity, 2002), 80.
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According to table 19, such a systematic approach1 has resulted not only in an
interesting sevenfold pattern of the term Sheol, but also offers important information
about its primary qualitative emphasis, as is seen from its statistical data. Thus,
whether taking the quantitative distribution of the Sheol references in each category
separately or in combination, it is apparent that Sheol refers to the place o f the dead
with an emphasis on: Grave as Destiny (36)—^Deliverance from Grave (9), Grave as
the Place o f the Dead (8)-+Grave Personified (5), Grave as Cosmological Extremity
(5)—>Grave as Defenseless Place (2), and Grave as Temporary Refuge (1).
Typically the term Sheol is associated with a cluster of different connotations
which are not shown in table 19, but are found in exegetical sections of the research.
This is because in many cases the term Sheol functions not only in its direct context,
but also in a subcontext, which deals with various motifs and submotifs, nuances and
associations, while in some cases the word is its own context. For example, in Qoh
9:10 the term Sheol has at least two basic meanings: (1) it refers to the grave as the
destiny o f all human beings and (2) it designates the grave as the place of no existence.
Both emphases are equally important and this is true for numerous Sheol references.
The current attempt to arrange the term Sheol in various groupings shows that
in the thirty-six cases Sheol points to the grave as man’s common destiny, which
clearly refutes the view that Sheol is designated only for the wicked. On the other
’This classification procedure helps in facilitating understanding o f different
connotations o f the term Sheol in its various contexts, including their interrelatedness,
and exploring ways to further regroup the obtained information to bring out a more
meaningful and comprehensible pattern. For example, the subcategory dealing with
“destiny o f the wicked” in table 19 contains other connotations, namely, in Num.
16:30,33 the term Sheol functions in the context o f judgment and punishment (see
Ezek 31:15,16,17; 32:21,27), but in Pss 31:18; 49:15; 55:16 in the setting of
imprecation, and in Isa 28:15,18 in a prophetic-judgment situation, etc.
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hand, the fact that Sheol is predominantly (26 times) depicted as the doom o f the
wicked (which has its own implications) cannot be used either to construe or defend
the teaching o f the immortality o f the soul. The same is true concerning such
categories as “Grave as The Place o f the dead” and “Grave personified.” Although the
classification o f the term Sheol by its primary emphasis is rather relative, at the same
time it is quite illuminating and instructive for perceiving a more complete picture of
this unique term.

Theological Implications
The current exegesis, which by itself implies an informed understanding o f the
specified texts including their various procedures and aspects, dealt with the sixty-six
Sheol references in the Hebrew Bible. It is exactly through this exegetical process,
which focused on the nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol, its immediate
context and cumulative and mutually harmonizing details, that two diametrically
opposite theological and anthropological systems are laid bare and illuminated.1 The
essence of these two systems2 revolves around the question o f one’s postmortem
existence and nonexistence in Sheol.
’See especially the work o f Cezar R. Luchian, “Hell, Hermeneutics, and
Theology: Methodological Appraisal of the Contemporary Evangelical Debate on the
Duration o f Hell” (M.A. thesis, Andrews University, 2001).
At one end of the spectrum, representing the popular view, which supports
some kind o f existence after death, are such scholars as Edward B. Pusey, William G.
T. Shedd, Norman Anderson, Harry Buis, William Hendriksen, Robert Morey, Roger
Nicole, Paul Helm and James I. Packer, John H. Gerstner and Donald A. Carson,
Millard J. Erickson, and others.
At the other end of the spectrum are those who exclude any after-death
existence till the day of the bodily resurrection, as for example, Edward White, Henry
Constable, LeRoy Froom, John W. Wenham, Russel Aldwinckle, Stephen H. Travis,
Edward W. Fudge, Thomas N. Finger, John R. W. Stott, Philip E. Hughes, Clark H.
Pinnock, Michael Green, David J. Powys, E. Earl Ellis, and others.
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Accordingly, the four major views concerning the term Sheol, which were
briefly mentioned in the first chapter, belong to one of the two systems or theological
schools, and this can be demonstrated by arranging them into two opposite groups. In
spite of the fact that the literal or traditional, purgatorial, and metaphorical views,
including their subcategories, deal with various tenets of thought, they can be joined
together in one block by a common idea of the immortality of the soul or some kind of
existence in Sheol, whereas the opposite camp is represented by the conditional view,
according to which, the soul cannot exist apart from the body in Sheol, for it
represents the whole man.
This is an extremely important dilemma for at least two reasons. On the one
hand, both theological and anthropological conclusions are designed to represent the
total reality concerning Sheol and all the other issues associated with the place of the
dead in the Hebrew Scriptures. In addition to that, the derived information from the
sources, which represent at least an Evangelical perspective, should be factual,
responsible, dependable, and in harmony with the Torah, Prophets, and Writings, as its
end result will be manifested in a dynamic formulation of a concrete belief. On the
other hand, it is apparent that the two theologies are built upon differing grounds.
It should also be pointed out that the problem is not with the Hebrew
Scriptures or its authors, but with imposing on the term Sheol non-scriptural ideas by
indiscriminately importing various meanings from outside sources or ignoring what
the author was trying to convey by the term Sheol in a particular context, or reading
into it all the possible meanings, which can be defined as “illegitimate totality
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transfer.” 1
As was repeatedly seen during the exegeticai process, these two theological
systems are in fundamental disagreement concerning the location o f Sheol, its nature,
function, and purpose, the state o f the dead in it, and the identity of the dead (the
wicked, the righteous). There are numberless statements made by the representatives
of the so-called popular or traditional theology, which serve as clear and summarizing
illustrations of the above-mentioned observations. For example M. and L. Becque
assert, “But when the breath of life leaves the body, it does not die but dwells in
‘Sheol.”’2 Martin-Achard emphasizes the same view: “Although the departed no
longer lives, he none the less continues in existence.”3 Morey vigorously contends that
“While the Old Testament consistently refers to the body as going to the grave, it
always refers to the soul or spirit of man as going to Sheol.”4 In order to reemphasize
that “Sheol is the place where the souls o f all men go at death”5 and reinforce his
dualistic anthropological paradigm, Morey registers twenty reasons why Sheol is not
the grave:

!See Barr, Semantics o f Biblical Language, 218; Silva, Biblical Words and
Their Meaning, 25-26, 137-170; Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A
Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity,
1991), 65-66; Gordon D. Fee, New Testament Exegesis: A Handbookfor Students and
Pastors (Westminster: John Knox, 1993), 100.
2See Maurice Becque and Louis Becque, Life after Death (New York:
Hawthorn Books, 1960), 96.
3Martin-Achard, From Life to Death, 17.
4Morey, Death and the Afterlife, 72.
5Ibid., 78. The same view is expressed by Fortman, Everlasting Life after
Death, 27-37.
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1. While the kahar (to bury) is used in connection with kever it is never used in
connection with Sheol. We can bury someone in a grave but we cannot bury
anyone in Sheol (Gen. 23:4,6,9,19,20; 49:30, 31, etc.).
2. While kever is found in its plural form "graves" (Ex. 14:11), the word Sheol is
never pluralized.
3. While a grave is located at a specific site (Ex. 14:11), Sheol is never localized,
because it is everywhere accessible at death no matter where the death takes
place. No grave is necessary in order to go to Sheol.
4. While we can purchase or sell a grave (Gen. 23:4-20), Scripture never speaks
of Sheol being purchased or sold.
5. While we can own a grave as personal property (Gen. 23:4-20), nowhere in
scripture is Sheol owned by man.
6. While we can discriminate between graves and pick the "choicest site" (Gen.
23:6), nowhere in Scripture is a "choice" Sheol pitted against a "poor" Sheol.
7. While we can drop a dead body into a grave (Gen. 50:13), no one can drop
anyone into Sheol.
8. While we can erect a monument over a grave (Gen. 35:20), Sheol is never
spoken o f as having monuments.
9. While we can, with ease, open or close a grave (2 Kings 23:16), Sheol is never
opened or closed by man.
10. While we can touch a grave (Num. 19:18), no one is ever said in Scripture to
touch Sheol.
11. While touching a grave brings ceremonial defilement (Num. 19:16), the
Scriptures never speak of anyone being defiled by Sheol.
12. While we can enter and leave a tomb or grave (2 Kings 23:16), no one is ever
said to enter and then leave Sheol.
13. While we can choose the site of our own grave (Gen. 23:4-9), Sheol is never
spoken o f as something we can pick and choose.
14. While we can remove or uncover the bodies or bones in a grave (2 Kings
23:16), the Scriptures never speak of man removing or uncovering anything in
Sheol.
15. While we can beautify a grave with ornate carvings or pictures (Gen. 35:20),
Sheol is never beautified by man.
16. While graves can be robbed or defiled (Jer. 8:1, 2), Sheol is never spoken of as
being robbed or defiled by man.
17. While a grave can be destroyed by man (Jer. 8: 1,2), nowhere in Scripture is
man said to be able to destroy Sheol.
18. While a grave can be full, Sheol is never full (Prov. 27:20).
19. While we can see a grave, Sheol is always invisible.
20. While we can visit the graves o f loved ones, nowhere in Scripture is man said
to visit Sheol.1

'Morey, Death and the Afterlife, 74-81.
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As is seen from Morey’s twenty points, in order to build his case for the
continued bodiless existence of the soul in the underworld, he deliberately selects the
references that focus on the literal “grave” in a narrow sense and then contrasts them
with Sheol references. He does that by cutting them out from the general context and
absolutely refusing to consider the multiple internal evidences concerning the nature,
function, and purpose o f Sheol. Moreover, his categorical statement, “It [Old
Testament] always refers to the soul or spirit o f man as going to Sheol,” contradicts
the basic fundamentals of biblical exegesis, interpretation, and theological
anthropology (Gen 2:7; 3:19).*
This negative assessment can be supported by the current exegesis, which
systematically investigated all sixty-six references to the term Sheol and its contexts,
finding not even one case where the soul or spirit of the dead person would go down to
Sheol in order to continue its existence. Indeed, none o f the Sheol references contains
even the slightest allusion to some kind of immaterial self-conscious, abstract, or
immortal entity, which continues its existence in a disembodied state in the
underworld. As G. Carey puts it, “It is a false trail to look within the human body for
an immortal6soul,5 mind, or residual self which somehow survives the destruction of

'“The belief that human persons possess an immortal soul, however, runs
contrary to the Hebrew anthropology, which as we have seen, defines the soul and
body as both subject to death. There is no concept of an immortal soul in Hebrew
anthropology as presented in the Old Testament.” Ray S. Anderson, Theology, Death
and Dying (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 57; idem, “Body, Soul, and Spirit,” in
On Being Human: Essays in Theological Anthropology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1982), 207-214. O. Weber asserts that “viewed from the biological structure of man,
an ‘immortal’ being is unimaginable.” Otto Weber, Foundations o f Dogmatics (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 619-620.
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the flesh.”1
However, Morey’s twenty statements are only partially correct in a technical
sense, as the noun “D p is mostly used for the literal grave, “excavated hole, or
corresponding stone structure into which the human corpse was placed.” Out of the
forty-seven references, the noun “Q p occurs only three times in the Psalms, eight
times in Genesis, eighteen times in the Prophets, and eighteen times in the Historical
books.3 In view of this statistical information the question arises as to why the term
Sheol (66 times) is used so often and not the grave. At this point it is necessary to
make a minor but extremely important grammatical distinction between the grave and
the term Sheol that explains the phenomenon of the current study.4
This distinction is rooted in the classification o f the words “D p (“grave”) and
both o f which have common and differing characteristics requiring some
explanation. The term "Op is derived from the concrete idea (a hole dug in the
ground where a corpse is buried) and usually is referred to as a common noun.5
However, this concrete idea represents a complex of ideas or characteristics6 which

'George Carey, I Believe in Man (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 171-172.
2K. Koch, “"Dp,” TDOT, 12:492-498.
3Ibid. According to L. Harris, the word "Q p is used 67 times; see “"Dp,”
TWOT, 2:784.
4For many insights o f this section credit goes to Professors Richard Davidson
and Paul Matychuk.
5Jouon and Muraoka, A Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew, 2:506-510; Waltke and
O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, 235-252.
6It is almost impossible to find the words which express only one idea.
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make up the basic nature of the grave. The word “Dj? functions as a common noun
because it can be applied to any grave regardless of its location, type, or form.
Moreover, because the noun "D p , as the single concept, contains a complex of
specific characteristics, it is possible to analyze the meaning of"Dj? in terms of the
commonality by referring to several entities with similar nature and functions, as for
example, “Qj? (or CP"Dp5“graves” as a group) may function as an equivalent to “the
pit” and/or be associated with “the graveyard” and/or “cemetery” and/or “burial
place.”
Though it is true that the common noun “D p basically refers to any single
grave, nonetheless, because of its complex characteristics and qualifying elements,
which are intrinsic to and shared with a number of other common nouns belonging to
the same category, the noun *Dj? can be applied to various and multiple entities, as
for example, “ID (“pit”), nnO (“pit,” “destruction”), and |H R (“earth”). In other
words, these common nouns have inherent semantic characteristics which function as
unifying elements that cannot be used in an unsystematic way.
By contrast with the nuances of the common noun “grave,” one o f the intrinsic
characteristics o f the proper noun is to name the place, person, or thing itself by
referring to its individuality, which makes it single and unique, thus describing what is
proper and what constitutes it.1 Consequently, the term Sheol is always without the
definite article and capitalized,2 as it identifies a specific entity, its nature, and

1Vincent F. Hopper, Cedric Gale, and Ronald C. Foote, Essentials o f English,
4th ed. (Hauppauge, NY: Barron’s Educational Series, 1990), 1-3.
2See James Barr, “’Determination’ and the Definite Article in Biblical
Hebrew,” JSS 34, no. 2 (1989): 307-335.
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function. However, this does not mean that while being a proper noun the term Sheol
is built and functions exclusively on a one-to-one basis, designating only a single and
isolated spot, as many assert, the place where “the souls of the dead exist.” On the
contrary, the term Sheol serves as a pointer which can be used to refer to multiple and
even unrelated entities because they belong to the same class, as was seen in the book
of Proverbs (Prov 1:12; 5:5; 7:27; etc.).
To illustrate the relationship between a common and proper noun, it is
instructive to look at Gen 2:7 which speaks about the first Q"tXn (“man”) and refers
to him by a common name that points to his origin as that from ni3*lK (“ground,”
“earth”).1 It is also important to note that the first DIKH is not called this because of
his individuality but because of a qualifying characteristic common to all his
descendents. However, in Gen 4:25 D1K (“Adam”) is designated by his individuality
and thus it functions as a proper noun, which may be applied to five, ten, or a hundred
different individuals of the same name without ceasing to be proper, and the only thing
they have in common is their name D"JK and qualifying elements. The same principle
applies to a variety of proper nouns such as Adam, Eve, Abel, Cain, and Joshua, which
individually represent totally different and unique persons. Nonetheless, all of them
are united by one and the same common indicator, namely, the fact and qualities of
being human. In this case the noun “humanity” functions as a unifying factor of
numberless individuals despite their sex, age, or social position.
Exactly the same is true concerning the proper nouns

and "HS

!It seems that at the very beginning the term Sheol also functioned as a proper
noun.
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(in some cases, see table 9), which are unified by such common indicators as death
and the place o f the dead, or the grave. Because of the quality of individuality and the
fact of assigning a concrete name, the proper noun Sheol is in itself determinate:1 it is
single, unique, and set apart from all other entities that share the same attributes, on
the one hand; but on the other hand, as the proper name, it refers to a number of
categories or entities by means of common characteristics, thus standing for each of
them.2 In other words, the proper noun Sheol includes in its meaning specific qualities
pertaining to the sphere of the dead and therefore it may function as a referent to any
place of death, regardless o f its location, form, content, or description. It deals with
the concept of “totality,” as is seen from Hos 13:14, where the prophet alludes to the
eschatological victory over DID (“Death”)3 and SiXlD, both of which are personified
and function as proper nouns.
As was repeatedly noted, the word Sheol mainly occurs in poetical contexts,
and as a poetic term is employed to designate the domain of the dead. At the same
time it is also an abstract term which does not function versus, in parallel to, or in an
attempt to neutralize such concrete entities as “the grave,” “the pit,” “the dust of the
earth,” but as an all-inclusive concept, depending on the nuances o f its employment
and the speaker’s purpose, the term Sheol may refer to any of its entities that are

^ouon and Muraoka, A Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew, 2:505.
2The word Israel, designating the country, functions as a proper noun, which
can be applied to any related entity o f the given group, as for example, its cities,
mountains, rivers, people, etc.
3In most translations the term “Death” is capitalized. Compare with 1 Cor
15:55 and Isa 25:8
niSH
(“He will swallow up death forever”), where
“death” has the definite article.
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characterized by common qualifications. According to the current exegesis of the
nature, function, and purpose of the term Sheol, it is much easier to detect the common
characteristics of Sheol with its entities (“grave,” “pit”) than its proper characteristics.
In the current case the proper noun Sheol is featured by a specific common quality that
allows it to be applied to a number of entities without ceasing to be proper.
Accordingly, it means that the term Sheol as an abstract concept not
necessarily or exclusively always points to an individual grave in a literal sense, but
rather to the general place of the dead. Although the literal grave, which functions as
a common noun, is not exactly the same as Sheol, there is no better way to designate
every imaginable grave, every place of death and destruction by a single term, as by
the proper noun Sheol. Grammatical analysis shows that the basic difference between
Sheol and the grave is generality, not specificity. This leads to the conclusion that
from whatever angle the term Sheol is analyzed, there is absolutely nothing inherent or
proper in it to assert that Sheol denotes the place o f existence.
Because of the specific characteristics and function of the proper noun, it can
be argued that where the grave is, there is Sheol, and where Sheol is, there is a
grave; thus, contrary to Morey’s arguments, almost all of the twenty points of his
references to the literal grave are applicable also to Sheol as the place of the dead. In
order to clarify the issue even more, it is necessary to look briefly at another aspect of
the question, that is, the terminology of death, the interrelationship of which functions
as a unifying principle to represent the organic whole.
For instance, the idea o f dying or death can be expressed by a number of
different words and formulas: fflO (“to die,” “kill”), HlDD or nrWDFl (“death”), P12
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(“die,” “expire”), n n (“kill”), r m (“kill,” “murder”), *?0p (“slay”), 13K (“perish,”
“be destroyed”), *TT (“go down”), or ^TQNf^K XillH (“you will go to your
fathers”), and many others.
The dead person can be designated by HD (“dead”), rPIII (“corpse”), HIM
(“corpse”), "132 (“corpse”), llSlM (“corpse,” “carcass”),

(“carcass”),

HQ OD3 (“dead soul”), D'KET) (“Rephaim,” “the dead”), etc.
The same is true concerning the depiction of the place o f the dead, which can
be denoted by various terms: “Q p or r n 2 p (“grave,” “burial”), "IQ or “IKS (“pit,”
“grave”), ITUD (“pit”), IDPTIDIK (“dusty soil” or “soil of dust”), nTOnn p K
(“earth below”), ViKtZ? (“Sheol,” “grave”), and so on.
Each term o f this paradigm contains some unique semantic nuances and each
word, depending on the particulars of the context, functions in its own group as a
synonym. Cumulatively, each set targets one and the same subject, namely, whether
death/dying, the corpse, or the place o f the dead. All three verbal groups are directly
interrelated with each other, as all of them belong to the sphere o f death.
Consequently, there is neither reason nor logic to isolate the single term Sheol
from the whole verbal cluster, which pertains to the place of the dead, and then to refer
to Sheol as the place o f a miserable, half-conscious existence.1 The current exegetical
investigation clearly demonstrates that the term Sheol not only is synonymous with the
grave in its general sense, but also has nothing to do with the so-called underworld,
where the spirits or souls of the dead would continue their miserable existence in a
disembodied state:
’Exactly the same is done with the term Rephaim, which is isolated from the
whole word-cluster, designating the dead body or corpse, and then interpreted as
“spirits” or “shades” o f the dead.
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1.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that its
direction is downward (Gen 37:35).

2.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that its
location is in the earth (Job 17:16).

3.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
never connected with the living, except by contrast (Deut 30:15).

4.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
associated with death, punishment, murder, and exclusively with the dead in it
(Gen 37:35; Num 16:30, 33; 1 Kgs 2:6, 9).

5.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that by
analogy it points to the pit (Isa 14:15).

6.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that that
is where both the righteous and the wicked go (Ezek 31:15,16,17; Ps 88:49; Job
14:13).

7.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it
unceasingly exerts its destructive power (2 Sam 22:6; Pss 88:3; 116:3).

8.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
the place of maggots, worms, and decay (Isa 14:11; Job 17:14).

9.

Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
the place of dust and not fire (Ezek 31:14,16,18; Ps 30:10; Job 17:16; Dan
12:2 ).

10. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
the place of darkness (Job 17:13).
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11. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it
may remain open and the bones of the unburied may be strewn at its mouth,
which means that Sheol is visible (Ps 141:7).
12. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
always insatiable (Isa 5:14; Prov 30:16).
13. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
totally subjected to Yahweh who exercises full authority over it (Deut 32:22; Am
9:2; Ps 139:8; Job 26:6; Prov 15:11).
14. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
the place of a temporary rest (1 Sam 2:6; Job 11:8; Hos 13:14).
15. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it
can be referred to as being in the desert, sea, or at any other place (1 Kgs 2:34;
Jonah 2:3).
16. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that
those “who go down to Sheol do not come up,” unless resurrected (Job 7:9).
17. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that
only the corpse goes there, but the spirit of life returns to Yahweh (1 Kgs 2:9;
34; Qoh 3:19:21; 12:7).
18. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that it is
the place which every person tries to avoid (Prov 15:24; 23:24).
19. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that no
existence is possible there as “there is no work, or thought, or knowledge, or
wisdom” (Isa 38:18; Qoh 9:10).
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20. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place o f the dead in the sense that it
awaits its own eschatological destruction in the context of the resurrection of its
dead (1 Sam 2:6; Hos 13:14; Job 19:25-27; Dan 12:2).
21. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place of the dead in the sense that the
Hebrew Scripture does not contain the slightest allusion that “the grave” would
function as the “door” or “opening,” leading to Sheol, which is traditionally
labeled as the place of departed spirits.
22. Sheol is synonymous with the grave as the place o f the dead in the sense that
there is no allusion in the entire Hebrew Scripture that the human soul or spirit
would go down to Sheol and continue existence there.
In light o f the conflicting views expressed above, the question should be asked
how these views harmonize with the rest of the Scriptures, as “there is one system of
truth or theology contained in Scripture, and therefore all doctrines must cohere or
agree with each other. That means that the interpretation o f specific passages must not
contradict the total teaching o f Scripture on a point.”1 R. McQuilkin also puts strong
emphasis on the unity of Scripture and coherence of truth: “Since the Bible is true in
every part, when studying a specific passage the student must seek the unity of that
passage with all other Bible teachings relating to it.”2 To do otherwise “would leave

’Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation: A Textbook o f
Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970), 107.

2Robertson McQuilkin, Understanding and Applying the Bible (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1992), 209; see especially 209-251; John Jefferson Davis, Foundations
o f Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 245-259; Louis Igou Hodges,
“New Dimensions in Scripture,” in New Dimensions in Evangelical Thought: Essays
in Honor o f Millard J Erickson, ed. David S. Dockery (Downers Grove: InterVarsity,
1998), 224.
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one biblical teaching unnecessarily in conflict with other biblical teachings,”1 and this
is the case with the popular view.
The dualistic view, including its variations, propagates immortality of the soul
and its after-death existence, the judgment of God upon the souls of the wicked in
Sheol, and the soul’s reunification with its body at the general resurrection. However,
all these ideas are rooted in the philosophy o f the so-called intermediate state, which is
defined as the period between death and the resurrection and is characterized by the
soul’s conscious or semi-conscious existence in a bodiless form.2
Practically, this view not only neutralizes the impact of the explicit warning
given by Yahweh in Gen 2:17, fflpFl DID (literally, “dying you will die”), including
other straightforward theological and anthropological statements concerning human
death, soul, and spirit, but also vigorously supports the contra-argument of the serpent
in Gen 3:4, ^HOPI

which literally means “dying you [plural] will not die”

or “certainly, you will not die.” It is obvious that both verbal concepts “to die” and
“not die,” where the latter means “to live,” qualitatively and functionally operate as an
antithesis. In the light o f these observations, it is no wonder that the most

'McQuilkin, Understanding and Applying the Bible, 209.
2For a detailed discussion on the traditional doctrine of the intermediate state,
judgment, and eschatology, see David W. Lotz, “Heaven and Hell in the Christian
Tradition,” Religion in Life 48 (1979): 77-92; David H. Kelsey, “Two Theologies of
Death: Anthropological Gleanings,” Modem Theology 13, no. 3 (July 1997): 347-370.
Other related resources are: John F. Goldingay, Approaches to Old Testament
Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1981); idem, Theological Diversity
and the Authority o f the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987); Jerry Leroy
Walls, “The Logic o f Damnation: A Defense o f the Traditional Doctrine o f Hell”
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Notre Dame, 1989).
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controversial and crucial debates revolve around the anthropological-theological
issues concerning the condition o f the dead during the interim period in Sheol.
The theological implications o f this view are far reaching as is clearly
formulated by J. Cooper: “For if the dualistic reading is incorrect, then the beliefs of
most Christians down through the ages about what would happen to them at death are
simply mistaken,” and again, “If dualism is mistaken, then so is the belief that we exist
with Christ between death and resurrection,” and once more, “But if the traditional
belief in temporary personal existence from the earthly body is false,. . . What does
happen when we die?”1
In light of the above question, it is paramount to note that, in the current debate
about death and the state of the dead in Sheol, the answer is found in a scriptural
paradigm which harmonizes various intrinsically interrelated aspects o f theological
anthropology into one organic whole. In this connection E. Ellis provides the
following summary:
The Scripture represents the departure into Sheol as the end of individual being, a
returning to the common earth and “virtual annihilation.” While one may continue
to “live” in one’s name or progeny, viewed as a corporate extension o f one’s own
soul, there is no longer any personal life or being. The “spirit [that] returns to God
who gave it” (Eccl 12:7) is not, as Platonists read it, a part of the individual’s
personality, much less his essential ego, but rather “the spirit of life” (Gen 7:22; cf.
2:7) that God grants and, at death, takes back (e.g. Job 34:14£). Man’s end is “like
water spilt on the ground which cannot be gathered up again” (II Sam 14:14).
Death levels him with all other dying life: man and beast, righteous and wicked,
wise and foolish. Sheol is then both the natural end
of all mortal creatures and also
■j
God’s judgment on the disobedient Adamic race.
1John W. Cooper, Body, Soul, Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the
Monism-Dualism Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 116-117.
Edward Earle Ellis, Christ and the Future in New Testament History,
Supplements to Novum Testamentum 97 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 187.
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In other words, according to the scriptural paradigm, qualitatively human
origin and end are inherently interconnected with two elements: the dust and the
breath of life (Gen 2:7; 3:19). At death the creation order is reversed as the body
becomes again the dust o f the earth, but the spirit of life, or the divine energy that
animates all living beings, returns to God (Eccl 3:19, 20; 12:7).'
The purpose of death is not to extricate the soul from the corpse in order to
take it to Sheol or heaven for further existence, but to destroy and annihilate every
function of human life. The view that humans are wholistic beings or “living souls” in
life, but in death they retain their wholeness as “dead souls,” and as such the whole
person goes to Sheol, dissolves into dust with nothing left, is clearly substantiated by
the entire Hebrew Scriptures.
Furthermore, as this anthropological paradigm is rooted in the Word of
Yahweh, its formulation of the bodily resurrection of the dead from Sheol is
completely consistent and compatible with the scriptural perspective, which, in turn, is
in conflict with the traditional view of the immortality of the soul. It should be noted
that nothing less than a totally new creation, including literal bodily resurrection of the
dead, can constitute the culminating eschatological fulfillment, which is the
counterpart of the first creation out of nothing. “To reduce the resurrection to an
immaterial symbol o f new life is to rob . . . the dimension o f world transformation, and

!See Vriezen, An Outline o f Old Testament Theology, 409.
2Isa 38:18,19; Pss 6:6; 30:4,10; 88:4,11; 115:17; 146:4; Qoh 9:5,6. See also
Ray S. Anderson, On Being Human: Essays in Theological Anthropology (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 213; idem, Theology, Death and Dying, 104-123.
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to push it in the direction of Greek thought.”1
It should be emphasized in particular that, “Contrary to a widespread scholarly
tradition, a resurrection hope was not a late-appearing conception since it is found in
•j

pre-Exodus Egypt.” As was repeatedly seen during the process of the current
exegesis a number of texts, such as, 1 Sam 2:6; Hos 13:14; Job 19:25-27, Pss 49:16;
73:24; Isa 25:8; 26:19, Ezek 37:1-14, and Dan 12:2, unambiguously refer to Yahweh’s
purpose and power to deliver the dead ones from Sheol. In this connection Ellis points
out that, “in the Psalms, some o f which are among the most ancient Old Testament
literature, the hope o f resurrection is repeatedly expressed by Michael Dahood, Derek

1Clark H. Pinnock, “The Incredible Resurrection: A Mandate of Faith,”
Christianity Today, April 6,1979,13-17; Hywel D. Lewis, “Immortality,” RevExp 82,
no. 4 (1985): 549-563; Walter Wifall, “The Status o f ‘Man’ as Resurrection,” ZAW 90
(1978): 382-394; Ulrich Wilckens, Resurrection: Biblical Testimony to the
Resurrection—An Historical Examination and Explanation, trans. A. M. Stewart
(Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1978); Richard Vinson, “Life Everlasting,” Biblical
Illustrator 16 (1989): 74-76; George W. E. Nickelsburg, Resurrection, Immortality,
and Eternal Life in Intertestamental Judaism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1972); idem, “Resurrection: Early Judaism and Christianity,” ABD, 6 vols., ed. David
Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:684-691; Bruce Vawter,
“Intimations o f Immortality and the Old Testament,” JBL 91 (1972): 158-171.
2Ellis, Christ and the Future, 188-189. See also James Henry Breasted,
Development o f Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt (New York: Harper, 1959),
55-61; idem, A History o f Egyptfrom the Earliest Times to the Persian Conquest
(New York: Scribner, 1909), 53-73; Archibald Henry Sayce, The Religions o f Ancient
Egypt and Babylonia: The Gifford Lectures on the Ancient Egyptian and Babylonian
Conception o f the Divine Delivered in Aberdeen (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1902),
170.
For the resurrection hope as a late-appearing idea see, for example, J. Barr who
writes, “It is well known that the emphasis on bodily resurrection is not evident in the
Old Testament, but is a product of the late development, with a heavy stress on the
time of the Maccabean martyrs.” James Barr, Old and New in Interpretation: A Study
o f the Two Testaments (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 52.
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Kidner, and others.”1 It is noteworthy to recall the fact that “Dahood concluded not
only that the biblical Psalter was pre-Exilic (III, xxxiv-xxxvii) but also that these
ancient Psalms contain ‘a deep and steady belief in resurrection and immortality’ of
9

*

righteous (III xli-liii; cf. I, xxxvi).” In other words, as life breath is given for a
purpose, and death has its purpose, so even more the bodily resurrection.
The systematic and comprehensive investigation o f the nature, function, and
purpose of the term Sheol as a part o f the scriptural paradigm of theological
anthropology makes it impossible to accept the view of a disembodied personal
existence in Sheol,3 which by its strong emphasis on the immortal nature of the soul4
nullifies one o f the main core reasons and essence of the resurrection, which is the
“resurrection to immortality and everlasting life in ‘a new heavens and a new earth.’”5

1Ellis, Christ and the Future, 189.
2Ibid. See also Kidner, Psalms, 1:74, 86, 90; 2:263, 466.
Anderson, On Being Human, 213.
4See Christopher W. Morgan and Robert A. Peterson, eds., Hell under Fire:
Modem Scholarship Reinvents Eternal Punishment (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004).
For the opposite view see Edward William Fudge, “The Final End of the Wicked,”
JETS 27, no. 3 (1984): 325-334. Commenting on the traditional view of unending
conscious torture Fudge, writes: “Is the OT silent concerning the wicked’s final fate?
Indeed it is not. It overwhelmingly affirms their total destruction. It never affirms or
even hints at anything resembling conscious unending torment. The OT uses about 50
different Hebrew verbs to describe this fate, and about 70 figures of speech. Without
exception they portray destruction, extinction or extermination. Not one o f the verbs
or word-pictures remotely suggests the traditional doctrine,” 326.
5Ellis, Christ and the Future, 196, emphasis supplied. See also the works o f J.
A. Schep, The Nature o f the Resurrection Body: A Study o f the Biblical Data (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964); Josef Schmid, “Resurrection o f the Body,” Sacramentum
Mundi: An Encyclopedia o f Theology, 6 vols., ed. Adolf Darlap (New York: Herder
and Herder, 1970), 5:333-340; James Orr, “Immortality in the Old Testament,” In
Classical Evangelical Essays in Old Testament Interpretation, ed. Walter C. Kaiser
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972), 253-265.
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“The resurrection is not merely the transition from one form of life to another; it is
nothing less than the re-creation of that which had ceased to exist, and which now
lives again through God’s immortal power.”1
The summary of the current exegesis leads to the basic conclusion that the term
Sheol refers to the place of the dead, which by its nature, function, and purpose
entirely harmonizes with the anthropological, theological, and eschatological
paradigm of the Hebrew Scripture. At the same time, the Hebrew Scripture provides
no support for the idea that the term Sheol is somehow associated with one’s afterdeath existence in the so-called underworld.
In spite o f the fact that there is slight but extremely important distinction
between an individual grave and Sheol, the common noun “grave” functions as the
miniature model or prototype for the term Sheol, which, in turn, as the proper noun
points to the general place of the dead, regardless of its location, form, type, or
content, and that is why it is best to associate it with the grave.

lJohn C. Brunt, “Resurrection and Glorification,” in Handbook o f Seventh-day
Adventist Theology (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000), 364. See also
Harold Tabor, “Immortality and Resurrection in the Old Testament,” in Resurrection!
Essays in Honor o f Homer Hailey, ed. Edward Fudge (Athens, AL: C. E. I.
Publishing Company, 1973), 67-78.
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